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Dalip Singh (Judge) Saund
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UNITE D STATES REPRESENTATIVE 1957–19 63

DEMO CRAT FROM CALIFORNIA

I n November 1956, D. S. Saund, who everyone 
simply called “Judge,” became the first person of 
Asian descent elected to serve as a United States 

Representative. He was a tireless champion of his southern 
California district and the farmers who called it home. 
But his unique backstory—born in India, naturalized 
U.S. citizen, successful businessman, county judge—also 
catapulted him to the international stage. During his career 
in the House of Representatives, at the height of the Cold 
War, Saund became something of a transcendent politician 
who had the singular ability to engage audiences abroad. 
Although he frequently confronted discrimination during 
his life in the United States, Saund maintained his belief in 
the promises of American democracy. 

Dalip Singh Saund was born on September 20, 1899, 
and raised in Chhajjalwaddi in the far-northern province 
of Punjab, India, which at the time was a British colony. 
Saund’s father worked as a construction contractor for the 
government and died when Saund was only a boy. His 
parents had lived through the period of British colonialism 
and neither had attended school, but education was a 
cornerstone of Saund’s life. His father and uncles saved 
enough money to open a one-room schoolhouse about a half 
mile from where Saund lived. At the age of eight, his parents 
sent him to boarding school 16 miles away in the city of 
Amritsar near the border with modern day Pakistan.1 

While in college at the University of Punjab, Saund 
supported the movement for an independent India led 
by Mohandas Gandhi.2 Along with his informal lessons 
in nonviolence and civil disobedience, Saund majored in 
mathematics, graduated with a BS degree in 1919, and 
moved to America to further his education. While he waited 
for his passport, Saund worked to expand his childhood 
school, planted trees along the roads throughout his village, 
and helped establish two community banks.3

During World War I, Saund read the speeches of 
President Woodrow Wilson in the news and later 
discovered the writings of Abraham Lincoln, especially 
the moving words of the Gettysburg Address.4 “Lincoln,” 
Saund later wrote, “changed the entire course of my life.”5

Saund had planned to spend no more than a few years 
in America learning the fruit-canning business before 
returning home.6 His trip west took him from Bombay 
to England and from England to Ellis Island, New York, 
where he arrived on September 27, 1920. “You are now 
a free man in a free country,” one of the immigration 
officers told him.7 Saund made his way west and enrolled 
in the University of California’s agricultural school and 
mathematics department as well.8 

Berkeley, California, was not the most welcoming of 
places for Indian and Asian students, and “outside of the 
university atmosphere,” he later remembered, “it was made 
quite evident that people from Asia—Japanese, Chinese, 
and Hindus—were not wanted.”9 Saund, however, became 
involved with the local community and then earned MA 
and PhD degrees in mathematics in 1924. 

After he finished his studies, Saund’s family informed 
him that the Indian government had been keeping tabs 
on his “anti-British utterances in America.” Saund decided 
to stay in California and later authored My Mother India, 
a book about his experiences at home and a critique of 
British imperialism.10 He moved south to California’s 
Imperial Valley, where a number of other Indians had 
settled.11 His first job, he said, was as “foreman of a cotton-
picking gang at a ranch belonging to some Indian friends.” 
Saund saved money and quickly went into the business of 
growing lettuce. The lettuce market tanked, however, and 
it was a while before he recouped his losses.12

In 1928 Saund married Marian Kosa, the daughter of a 
close friend and a future teacher in the Los Angeles school 
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system. Together they had three children : Dalip Jr., who 
served in the Korean War as a lieutenant in the U.S. Army, 
and two daughters, Julie and Ellie, who both attended the 
University of California, Los Angeles.13 

Initially, Saund’s young family settled on a ranch in 
Westmorland, California, a dry, windy, and hot region of 
the state just a few miles south of the Salton Sea. The area 
specialized in sending melons to market before anywhere 
else, but the Depression hit the local economy hard. Fruit 
rotted in the field, and harvest work disappeared.14 Saund 
came out of the economic collapse relatively unscathed 
because he grew and baled alfalfa hay and had direct access 
to Los Angeles.15 Saund owned his own farming equipment, 
but because California law prevented people of Asian 
descent from owning or leasing land at the time, a friend in 
the valley had to put the contracts in his own name.16

As the economy rebounded, Saund stumbled for a spell 
and plunged into debt. Against advice from friends and 
business associates, he refused to declare bankruptcy and 
decided to work his way out of the hole “slowly but surely.” 
“That decision to follow the dictates of my own heart was 
one of the best decisions I’ve ever made,” he wrote years 
later.17 After 20 years of farming, Saund opened his own 
fertilizer business around 1953, commuting a total of nearly 
1,000 miles a week between his home near Los Angeles, 
where his wife taught and where they raised their children, 
and his business, headquartered in Westmorland.18 

Saund closely followed politics during his time in the 
west, studying the issues of the 1924 and 1928 presidential 
contests. “By 1932,” he wrote in his memoirs, “I had 
positively and definitely become a Democrat by outlook 
and conviction.”19 During the 1930s, his home county 
received a number of benefits from federal New Deal 
programs created to help struggling farmers and people out 
of work.20

When he was not farming, Saund was a popular speaker in 
the valley and addressed local groups nearly every week.21 He 
learned how to think and speak in the moment, unscripted, 
during his involvement with the Toastmasters Club.22

Saund’s political activities could go only so far, 
however, because, at the time, federal law prevented him 

from becoming a U.S. citizen. In the 1940s, he helped 
organize efforts to open citizenship to people of Indian 
descent living in the States. He worked long hours to 
build support, and, eventually, Congress passed a bill 
allowing Indian immigrants to pursue naturalization.23 
Saund became a U.S. citizen three and a half years later on 
December 16, 1949.24 

Saund was elected to the Imperial County Democratic 
Central Committee in the summer of 1950 and ran for a 
judgeship in November. He claimed to know every voter 
in the district and campaigned door-to-door, building 
momentum. He won, but a higher court vacated his 
election after it became clear that Saund had not been a 
U.S. citizen for a full year at the time of his victory.25

Two years later, Saund ran again, and in the buildup 
to the 1952 judicial election, he faced a barrage of 
discrimination. Voters, and even old friends, told Saund 
that they liked him well enough but could never bring 
themselves to “go for a Hindu judge.”26 

As the election heated up, Saund adamantly refused to 
go negative, his message being, “I am not running against 
anybody ; all I’m asking for is a job, and it’s up to you to 
judge whether I deserve your support or not.”27 

“Doc, tell us, if you’re elected, will you furnish the 
turbans or will we have to buy them ourselves in order to 
come into your court?” someone later asked him in the 
middle of a restaurant. “My friend,” Saund responded, 
“you know me as a tolerant man. I don’t care what a man 
has on the top of his head. All I’m interested in is what he’s 
got inside.”28 On Election Day, Saund won by 13 votes.29

During his four-year judgeship, Saund worked to 
institute stiff sentencing that helped clean up blighted areas 
of Westmorland.30 He earned the reputation as a first-
rate legal mind, going head to head with more practiced 
attorneys.31 Saund’s judgeship became a huge part of his 
identity and served as a springboard to national office. 
When he ran for the House, he ran as “Judge Saund.”32

In 1954 Saund won election as the head of the 
Democratic Central Committee for Imperial County. 
Democrats lost the congressional election that year but 
made a stronger showing than most political experts 
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expected, encouraging local party officials to go all in 
for the next race in 1956.33 Saund had met a number 
of political kingmakers, and by the next fall, California 
Democrats began pledging support for Saund—whom they 
reportedly called “the peacemaker”—if he ever decided to 
run for Congress. It did not take long. By October 1955, 
Saund resolved to campaign for a seat in the House from 
California’s 29th District. He knew half of the district 
well (Imperial County), but anticipated a struggle in 
neighboring Riverside County. A handful of party leaders 
from both counties ended up giving him their backing a 
month later.34 

When the incumbent Congressman, Republican John 
Phillips, announced his retirement from the House, six 
Republicans and two Democrats—Saund included—
jumped into the race by early 1956.35

Saund’s congressional district was created after the 
1940 Census, and voters there had elected a Republican 
to the House ever since. By 1955, however, Democrats 
had a slight edge in voter registration.36 Geographically 
it was huge—larger “than Massachusetts, Rhode Island, 
and Delaware combined,” according to the New York 
Times—and bordered by Nevada to the east, Mexico to the 
south, and Los Angeles to the west.37 From a population 
standpoint, it was one of California’s smaller districts,  
with a total of 233,021 people in 1950 ; it grew to 378,296 
by 1960.38

Saund’s main opponent in the Democratic primary was 
a lawyer from nearby Riverside County named Carl Kegley. 
The race began cordially until Kegley filed legal action to 
disqualify Saund, arguing the Judge had not been a U.S. 
citizen long enough to serve in the House.39 Undismayed, 
Saund saw it as an opportunity. “When he filed suit against 
me,” Saund remembered a few years later, “it became 
front-page, headline news in all the Riverside and Imperial 
County papers. Even if I could have afforded it, I couldn’t 
have bought that kind of publicity.”40

Saund remained confident in his eligibility throughout 
the fight, pointing out that, if he won the election, he 
would take office in January 1957, making him a citizen 
for just over seven years, as required by the Constitution.41 

He stayed on message and refused to attack his opponent, 
eventually winning the primary by more than 9,000 votes.42 

Going into the general election, Saund played catch-up 
to his Republican opponent, Jacqueline Cochran Odlum. 
A decorated Army pilot known for her work as the head 
of the Women Airforce Service Pilots during World 
War II, Odlum owned a successful cosmetics company 
and had long been a supporter of President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower.43 Because of the unique backgrounds of 
the two leading candidates, the race attracted national 
attention. “A woman’s ‘smoldering hope’ and the success 
story of an East Indian immigrant are converging into 
what is likely to be one of the most colorful Congressional 
contests of 1956,” reported the New York Times. “Seldom 
if ever has the American melting pot cooked up a 
spicier election dish than the contest now simmering in 
California’s 29th Congressional District,” read another 
article in the Los Angeles Times.44 

Throughout the campaign, Odlum reportedly outspent 
Saund many times over.45 Saund, however, used a grassroots 
approach, holding a series of free community barbeques.46 
His phalanx of supporters, including members of his own 
family, campaigned door-to-door while registering voters.47 
His wife, Marian, and their college-aged daughter, Ellie, 
spent summer vacation canvassing Riverside, and Saund’s son 
and daughter-in-law came home often to help. “We didn’t 
have time to stop and count how many precincts,” Marian 
said. “We just worked.”48 House Majority Whip Carl Albert 
of Oklahoma also campaigned for Saund in California, and 
Harold Cooley of North Carolina wired his support.49

Saund’s ethnicity and religious beliefs were a constant 
issue in the race. The Associated Press reminded readers 
that Saund was “a Sikh Hindu born in India” with “dark-
hued” skin before noting that he had been “thoroughly 
Americanized after 36 years here.”50 Saund bought airtime 
in Southern California to introduce himself to voters 
throughout the district.51 But as the New York Times told 
its readers two weeks before the election, Saund ran up 
against “considerable racial sensitivity in the area.”52 Years 
later, Odlum still believed that Saund was, as she said,  
“a card-toting Communist.”53
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Ultimately, the issues seemed to outweigh everything 
else. As a farmer who had once struggled to pull himself 
out of debt, Saund believed in the necessity of farm 
subsidies, while Odlum, who also ran her own ranch, 
took a more conditional approach.54 Odlum touted 
her connections in Washington, while Saund promised 
to work hard and used his personal history as proof of 
his commitment to the district.55 A few years after the 
election, Saund criticized the idea of campaigning on 
political connections writing, “My view was that any 
congressman who expected to get favors from the big boys 
in Washington got them only by voting the way the big 
boys wanted him to vote, not the way the interests of his 
district would lead him to vote.”56 

During a last-minute debate broadcast a week before 
the election, Saund pointed out that his political beliefs 
as a Democrat were often more in line with the popular 
Republican presidential administration of Dwight 
Eisenhower than Odlum’s own stances as the actual GOP 
candidate.57 Saund built on that momentum going into 
Election Day. When the dust settled, he won, taking 
54,989 votes, or roughly 52 percent.58 

Saund credited his victory to his stance on local issues, 
especially his commitment to small-scale farmers and small 
businesses.59 With his election, Saund became the first 
Asian American ever to enjoy full voting rights in Congress 
(he served as a U.S. Representative whose powers were not 
circumscribed like those of the Delegates and Resident 
Commissioners who had preceded him.)60 

“Californians have not always been hospitable to aliens—
and especially to aliens of Asian origin,” the Washington 
Post’s editorial board observed. “In this election they ignored 
ancestry and considered the individual.”61 “He’s growed 
cotton. He’s growed lettuce and beets. He’s worked in hay 
and he’s worked for wages. And he won’t let any smart aleck 
lawyers trick him,” a district farmer told the culture magazine 
Coronet. “That’s why we sent him to Washington.”62

For the duration of his House career, Saund faced 
modest competition back home. He won re-election 
handily in 1958, taking 62 percent of the vote and 
crushing his Republican opponent, John Babbage, by 

almost 26,000 votes.63 In 1960, although he said he was 
“running scared,” Saund coasted to victory over Republican 
Charles H. Jameson.64

Saund, the New York Times wrote shortly after his first 
election, “is a stocky, dynamic, perpetually grinning man 
whose walnut skin threatened to handicap him in a race-
conscious section where there was some informal school 
segregation until a couple of years ago. This evidently was 
more than offset by his manifest dedication to American 
ideals and by his articulateness—he speaks in a high-
pitched, urgent tone, with just a faint alien accent. He 
looks like an average business man or schoolteacher, and 
with his serviceable ‘border Spanish’ has occasionally been 
mistaken for one of the Mexican-Americans numerous in 
the district.”65 

Saund’s ethnicity may have been an issue in the election, 
but the Congressman-elect did not want it to influence 
his service in the House. Saund wanted his committee 
assignments to reflect his district’s interests rather than his 
personal history and told the press he would like a seat 
on something other than the Foreign Affairs Committee. 
“I am not so much concerned with India,” he said about 
a month before the start of the new Congress. “I am 
concerned with my district right here in California.” He 
wanted to see better farm supports. He wanted the Air 
Force to build a new base in his district, and he wanted 
a nuclear power plant built in the “big spaces” outside 
the valley. “I would prefer to be on the Agriculture and 
the Armed Services Committee,” he had said in late 
November.66 On the eve of the new Congress, at least one 
report had Saund pushing for a seat on the Interior and 
Insular Affairs Committee.67

Saund arrived in Washington on December 17 to look 
for a home and start organizing his congressional office.68 
He was already something of a national star and, in his first 
term, Democratic leaders placed him on the Committee on 
Foreign Affairs despite his earlier reluctance. Saund called 
the appointment a “high honor,” and he remained on the 
committee for his entire House career. Foreign Affairs 
was one of the most powerful committees in the House 
during the Cold War, making it a major coup for a novice 
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lawmaker. In the 86th and 87th Congresses (1959–1963), 
Saund also served on the Committee on Interior and 
Insular Affairs.69 

His national profile aside, Saund tried to stay out of 
the spotlight as much as he could in order to learn how 
the House worked—a difficult problem when television 
cameras from CBS followed him around on Opening 
Day. He and his wife ate breakfast in the House cafeteria 
every morning before he went up to his office to answer 
mail from his constituents.70 Saund helped veterans 
and their families access benefits and worked to secure 
millions in funding for the March Air Force Base and the 
Naval Auxiliary Air Station and additional money for the 
Corona Naval Ordinance Laboratory. He collaborated 
with committee chairmen to fund flood control projects, 
won funding for irrigation efforts on American Indian 
land, opened new post offices in his fast-growing district, 
built new roads, improved airports in the Imperial Valley, 
and assisted scientists developing new strains of cotton. 
He worked to protect the Bracero farm labor program, 
in which immigrants from Mexico took jobs in America’s 
agricultural sector as part of a guest-worker program. And 
he helped to settle claims Riverside County had against the 
federal government for repairs to a regional airport.71 

Saund was a fierce supporter of the 1957 Civil Rights 
bill. The Judge used his own story to advocate its passage, 
pointing out that, although being born in India did not 
prevent him from becoming a Member, being born black 
in Mississippi would have. “No amount of sophistry or 
legal argument can deny the fact that in 13 counties in 1 
State in the United States of America in the year 1957, 
not one Negro is a registered voter. Let us remove those 
difficulties, my friends.”72

Midway through his first term, Saund fulfilled a 
campaign promise by flying home to India for the first 
time in almost 40 years. When he first floated the idea in 
the days after the 1956 election, Saund billed the trip as a 
“goodwill” visit sponsored by the State Department to clear 
up “misunderstanding between the people of the United 
States and India.”73 India had more or less stayed out of 
the conflict between the United States and the Soviet 

Union during the Cold War, but Saund planned to stress 
America’s “freedom of opportunity.”74 “Look,” he wanted 
to tell the world, “here I am, a living example of American 
democracy in practice.”75 

It was not until a year later that Saund returned to India 
as a representative of the Foreign Affairs Committee, “a 
one-man subcommittee,” as the Judge called himself.76 
Saund was quick to acknowledge that racism still existed in 
the United States, but he hoped to use his personal story 
to undercut what he called “the Communist lie that racial 
prejudice against Asians is rampant in America.”77

Saund, his wife, and their daughter arrived in Calcutta, 
India, on November 25, 1957, and spent three weeks 
touring the country. He touted his assignment to the 
Foreign Affairs Committee as a reflection of America’s 
genuine desire to reach out to the world. More than 
anything, wrote one reporter, Saund’s trip “helped to create 
a new realization among thinking Indians that they have 
friends in the United States sincerely devoted to advancing 
the cause of India.”78 Saund also addressed a joint session 
of the Parliament of India, speaking honestly about 
America’s failings, but quickly pointing out the steps the 
United States was taking to correct its wrongs.79

During his two-and-a-half-month world tour, Saund 
visited a host of other locations : “Japan, Hong Kong, 
South Vietnam, Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines, 
Thailand, Burma, India, Pakistan, Israel … Rome, Paris, 
and London,” selling American ideals and encouraging 
cultural exchange.80 Eight months after he returned, Saund 
told the House that the people he met abroad wanted 
“freedom and the American way of life. Yet we—a Nation 
of supersalesman [sic], are failing to sell our way of life.”81 

The needs of Saund’s constituents remained at the 
forefront of his legislative agenda during the 86th 
Congress.82 His bill to protect the date industry in the 
valley was perhaps his most hard-fought victory in the 
House. Date growers from his district had been running up 
against cheaper imports, and to protect the domestic crop, 
Saund introduced a bill to subject foreign-grown dates and 
walnuts to a quality inspection. Although the government 
already had similar programs for a host of other produce, 
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a number of cabinet departments opposed Saund’s bill, as 
did the large commercial industries that relied on the cheap 
fruit. The House Agriculture Committee reported Saund’s 
bill favorably, but the Rules Committee sat on it, unwilling 
to bring it to the floor. In late August 1960, Democratic 
leadership suspended the rules and allowed for a vote. His 
bill easily cleared the House but failed to become law.83 

Using his position on the Interior and Insular Affairs 
Committee, Saund also helped negotiate a deal between 
the city of Palm Springs and the residents of the nearby 
Agua Caliente Reservation. Saund brokered the agreement 
using two bills (H.R. 8587 and H.R. 6672), whereby 
existing reservation land would be divided among its 
residents in a process called “equalization.” The holders of 
tribal lands could then lease their parcels to the city for a 
period of 99 years in order to meet commercial lending 
regulations. “This will make possible the development 
of valuable Indian property, the expansion of business in 
Palm Springs and the acquisition of the airport by the city,” 
Saund said.84

Saund continued to secure funding for flood control in 
the valley, new infrastructure projects and post offices, and 
improvements to the military installments in his district. 
Although he supported the Bracero Program, Saund 
called for tighter restrictions and criticized the ranchers 
who exploited the program in order to maximize profit. 
“American citizens are entitled to jobs on American farms 
before any imported labor is authorized,” he said.85 

Saund maintained his support for Congress’s civil rights 
legislation and voted in favor of pensions, health insurance 
for senior citizens, and insurance for the unemployed. 
On an international scale, Saund wanted to spend less 
money on military aid and more on cultural exchanges 
and infrastructure projects in the developing world.86 For 
one thing, Saund wanted to see America’s huge agricultural 
surpluses put to use overseas. “A hungry world,” he wrote, 
“would receive the bounty of American farms with much 
more gratitude than they do the tons of obsolete military 
hardware under the Mutual Security Program.”87

Even into the next Congress, Saund remained critical 
of the federal government’s overseas spending. “We must 

admit,” he said, “that our efforts to promote democracy and 
build strong free societies in many of the underdeveloped 
countries of the world through massive expenditures of 
U.S. funds have been, to say the least, not successful.”88 
In defiance of the John F. Kennedy administration, Saund 
pushed Congress to more closely monitor its foreign 
investments. In particular, he wanted to ensure that whatever 
money America gave to the world actually made it to the 
farmers and rural villagers who needed it the most. “That 
has been our mistake all along,” he said during debate on the 
Foreign Assistance Act of 1961. “We have been identified 
with the ruling classes. We have been coddling kings and 
dictators and protecting the status quo. The status quo 
for the masses of people in many lands means hunger, 
pestilence, and ignorance.… And we then wonder why the 
poor people of the underdeveloped areas of the world do not 
appreciate the help of Uncle Sam.”89 

Early in the 87th Congress, Saund was named vice 
chairman of a large congressional delegation participating 
in the Mexico-United States Interparliamentary Group. 
With the goal of strengthening ties between legislators 
of the two countries, four topics dominated the docket : 
“foreign investments, foreign trade, border affairs, and 
cultural exchange.”90 Saund, whose district stretched for 
miles along the U.S.-Mexico border, first submitted the 
resolution creating the legislative roundtable in 1959, and 
it became law a year later.91 He chaired the committee on 
border affairs at the conference, where the two countries 
discussed immigration, the Bracero Program, and customs 
duties.92 In the end, Saund considered the cross-border sit-
down a huge success.93

On a flight from Los Angeles to DC on May 1, 1962, 
the Judge suffered a stroke and was immediately moved 
to a hospital in Bethesda, Maryland. Saund’s family and 
doctors kept his condition under tight secrecy. His wife 
reportedly brought work to his hospital room every day 
while his staff maintained business at his office on the 
Hill. Saund nevertheless went on to win the party primary 
a month after his health crisis, and in September his 
campaign announced he would stand for re-election in the 
general contest.94 On Election Day, however, Saund, who 
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had been unable to campaign himself, lost to Republican 
Patrick M. Martin, taking only 44 percent of the vote.95 

Saund remained in the Bethesda hospital for the next 
month until he was well enough to travel. Doctors moved 
him to a medical facility in San Diego and then, in January 
1963, moved him to one closer to home in Los Angeles, 
where he made “slow but good” improvement.96 After 
suffering a second stroke 10 years later, Saund died at his 
home in Hollywood, California, on April 22, 1973.97 

The House was in recess when Saund died, but when 
it gathered again, Members held a memorial service for 
the Judge in the Capitol and eulogized him on the floor. 
Colleagues called him “a classic American success story,” 
a “pioneer,” and “a gentleman in the best sense of the 
word.”98 Some said the House was a better place because of 
his service, which had paved the way for “those generations 
from and interested in Asian nations.”99 “To chronicle all 
his legislative achievements and personal successes during 
his lifetime could not begin to pay Dalip Saund the justice 
and honor he deserves,” Majority Leader Tip O’Neill of 
Massachusetts said. “Those of us who knew and admired 
him in the House, remember him as a man of boundless 
energy, personal integrity, and strong convictions—
consistently and tirelessly fighting for the right of ‘life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’ for all Americans.”100 

FOR FURTHER READING
D. S. Saund, Congressman from India (1960 ; repr., Amritsar, India : 
Satvic Books, 2002).
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“A hungry world would 
receive the bounty of 

American farms with much 
more gratitude than they do 
the tons of obsolete military 
hardware under the Mutual 

Security Program.”

Dalip Singh (Judge) Saund 
Congressman from India, 1960
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Hiram L. Fong
1906–2004

UNITE D STATES SENATOR 1959–1977

REPUBLICAN FROM HAWAII

K nown as “the Man of the Pacific,” Hiram Fong 
served nearly two decades as one of Hawaii’s first 
U.S. Senators, acting as a surrogate representative 

for Asian-American constituents at home and as an 
ambassador of American policies to Asian people abroad. 
Several path-breaking aspects distinguished Fong’s career. 
He was the first person of Chinese descent elected to 
Congress, the first Asian Pacific American elected to the 
Senate, the first Chinese-American candidate for the 
presidency, and he remains the only Republican Senator 
ever elected from Hawaii.1 While serving in the minority 
for his entire tenure, Fong supported expanding civil 
rights programs and liberalizing immigration policies. 
Simultaneously, he staunchly defended President Richard 
M. Nixon’s Vietnam policies and traveled extensively in 
Asian nations, calling attention to the growing influence 
of Asian Americans in the post-war United States. During 
his time in the Senate, Fong believed himself to be a 
spokesman for Asian Americans across the country. “I feel 
sometimes they think I am their senator,” he explained.  
“I try to interpret America to them and to interpret them 
to America.”2

Hiram L. Fong was born Yau Leong Fong on October 
15, 1906, in Honolulu, Hawaii, to poor Chinese 
immigrants, Sau Howe Fong and Lum Shee Fong.3 His 
father, Sau Howe, worked at the local fertilizer plant 
while his mother worked as a housekeeper. Hiram was the 
seventh child and the fifth son of 13 children.4 He grew up 
in Kalihi and picked beans, shined shoes, sold newspapers, 
caught fish, and caddied for golfers to supplement his 
family’s earnings.5 Fong attended Kalihi-waena Elementary 
School. He briefly attended St. Louis College and then 
graduated from McKinley High School in 1924. At his 
brother’s encouragement, Fong took the federal civil service 
exam while still a high school senior. Unable to afford 

college, he worked at the Pearl Harbor naval shipyard as 
a clerk for three years, staying on a year longer than first 
planned after he became the family breadwinner following 
his father’s death in 1926. In 1927 he left the position with 
the understanding he would be hired back should he fail 
out of the University of Hawaii.6

Fong need not have worried, as he breezed through 
college in three years, taking summer courses to accelerate 
his studies. He first adopted the name “Hiram” around 
this time, primarily in his work as editor of the student 
newspaper Ka Leo, though he didn’t legally change his 
name until 1942.7 During college, Fong developed ties 
with the Republican Party while serving in 1926 as a paid 
orator for George Frederick Wright’s successful mayoral 
campaign in Honolulu. After Fong graduated from college 
with honors in 1930, Mayor Wright appointed him to a 
clerkship in the city’s public works department. Most of his 
time was spent assisting Wright in his biennial campaigns.8 
After a few years, Fong applied to Harvard Law School 
and, after being accepted, took out a life insurance policy 
to ensure his creditors would not go empty-handed should 
the worst occur. “I figured if I flunked out the first year,” 
he recalled, “I would not owe anyone any money.”9

Fong returned to Honolulu each summer to work for 
Wright to afford tuition. After obtaining his law degree in 
1935, he returned to Honolulu permanently, passing the 
bar and accepting the Honolulu attorney general’s office 
position that Mayor Wright had promised. But the work 
and pay underwhelmed Fong, “I felt, gee whiz, with all my 
education, is this all I am going to wind up doing?”10 In 
1938 Fong married teacher and longtime sweetheart Ellyn 
Lo, with whom he eventually had four children, Hiram Jr., 
Rodney, Merie-Ellen, and Marvin Allan. 

A month after the marriage, Fong’s mentor George 
Wright passed away. After three years of struggling to 
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maintain interest in his work, Fong planned to leave his 
city job and start his own private practice. Hoping to gain 
public attention to kick-start his practice, Fong turned 
to his passion : politics. “So I thought, well I’d better get 
out … and since I [was] going to get out, I’d better run 
for office,” he recalled.11 Fong entered the race for one of 
six territorial house seats in a district encompassing much 
of the island of Oahu north of Honolulu. He easily won 
the 1938 Republican primary campaigning on a theme of 
“local boy makes good” and was swept into office with a 
surprisingly high vote total for a political newcomer, the 
second most votes in the district.12 He resigned from the 
attorney general’s office and opened his own practice.

Drawing on his popularity, Fong asserted his political 
independence both within the Republican Party and from 
the “Big Five,” the five largest sugar companies with stakes 
in Hawaiian production. This rankled the establishment 
and led to a failed attempt to declare his election illegal 
on the basis that he was employed by the territorial 
government. Over Republican speaker Roy A. Vitousek’s 
opposition, the legislature seated him by a vote of 27 to 
2.13 The incident only increased his fame and gained him 
support from organized labor, bolstering both his political 
position and his law practice. He easily won re-election  
in 1940.

Just as Fong began to establish himself in the territorial 
legislature, war erupted in December 1941 when the 
Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. He joined the U.S. Army 
Air Force as a judge advocate in Honolulu in 1942. A first 
lieutenant in the U.S. Army Reserve, Fong was promoted 
to captain shortly after being activated as a full-time officer. 
He initially retained his seat in the territorial legislature, 
but new War Department regulations prevented active-
duty officers from seeking elected office and forced his 
withdrawal in the 1942 election. The War Department 
granted Fong permission to run for the legislature in 1944 
with the caveat that he could not campaign. His wife 
Ellyn gamely stumped on his behalf, and Hiram easily 
won enough votes to regain his seat. He was honorably 
discharged in February 1945, just days before the new 
session convened.14

Back in the legislature, Fong made a name for himself as 
a dealmaker willing to upend traditional party dynamics.15 
When his ally Manuel Paschoal stepped aside as speaker 
in 1948, Fong engineered the “Kauai Inn Agreement,” 
meeting early with 10 Republican colleagues to strike 
an accord selecting him as the presiding officer. He then 
demanded an early caucus to ensure his election as speaker 
before votes could be discussed.16 Fong served as vice 
president of the territorial constitutional convention the 
following year. In 1953 he relied on Democratic votes in 
a coalition that preserved his speakership. He narrowly 
lost re-election to the legislature a year later in the Hawaii 
Democratic revolution of 1954 with the advent of the 
closed primary in the territory.17 

“The people have thrown me out. I’m a private citizen 
now, so I’m taking things easy,” Fong said, doing anything 
but. “I’ve been retired and I’ll stay retired. I don’t want 
people to think I’m a bad loser.”18 To that end, Fong 
recused himself from politics for five years and turned  
his attention to his business ventures. He set up the 
financial services firm Finance Factors Ltd., in 1954 in 
Wailuku, Maui, to operate alongside his Honolulu legal 
practice. He diversified his business interests, setting up 
Finance Realty, Finance Investment, and Finance Home 
Builders Ltd.19 In the summer of 1959, however, the 
prospect of imminent statehood drew him out of self-
imposed retirement.

Hawaii had to fill three congressional seats, two 
Senators and one Representative, simultaneously. Fong 
entered the race for Senate seat “A,” running against 
Democrat Frank Fasi. Fong’s years away from politics had 
made him a millionaire, and while his entrepreneurial 
acumen endeared him to the business community, he also 
had retained support from Chinese Americans and labor 
organizations such as the International Longshore and 
Warehouse Union (ILWU). The ILWU’s support for a 
Republican was unusual, but largely attributable to both 
Fong’s personal business practices supporting his unionized 
employees and the union’s distaste for Fasi, who was a 
virulent anti-communist. Voters embraced Fong’s rags-to-
riches story, and he won 53 percent of the vote against Fasi 
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in an election that saw significant Republican gains in state 
elections as well.20 

Before the election, Fong was neither certain of victory 
nor how he would be received in Washington, DC. “I 
was quite fearful—you know, being the first person from 
Hawaii, and not being a Caucasian,” he admitted. “I 
wondered whether I would be considered too provincial, or 
too partisan.”21

Instead, the Republican Party establishment embraced 
both Fong and his independent streak. Vice President 
Richard Nixon met Fong and his family at the airport, 
launching a long friendship that would last through 
Nixon’s presidency. Senate Republicans held a party in 
Fong’s honor after the new Hawaiian delegation was sworn 
in on August 24, 1959.22 At that ceremony, Fong won a 
coin toss for the role of senior Senator over Oren Long. 
The pair then drew lots to determine the length of each 
Senator’s term ; Fong secured the longer term, putting off a 
re-election campaign until 1964.23 He earned seats on three 
committees : Post Office and Civil Service ; Public Works ; 
and Interior and Insular Affairs. He joined the Judiciary 
Committee in the 87th Congress (1961–1963) and the 
Appropriations Committee in the 91st Congress (1969–
1971). He also served on the permanent Select Committee 
on Aging after the 88th Congress (1963–1965) and retired 
as that panel’s Ranking Member.

Fong requested and was granted placement on 
the Appropriations Subcommittee on Labor, Health, 
Education, Welfare and Related Agencies, seeking to check 
the power of the very unions that had helped launch his 
Senate career. “I believe labor legislation is essential for 
our nation as well as for democracy in both unions and 
business,” he said. “Both will have to conform to the laws 
of the land.”24 His voting record offered a muddier picture. 
Fong typically took the business side of consumer and 
labor issues, drawing heavily on his financial background, 
but liberal Senators counted on Fong’s labor connections 
for his vote on key issues. 

While, in the abstract, he frequently condemned 
communism, he also never turned away known communist 
leaders from the ILWU, saying of them, “From my 

viewpoint, knowing these people, I think what they were 
doing was that they were just protesting the rule [of ] 
the people in control.”25 He had a long relationship with 
ILWU leader Jack Hall. “Whenever he wanted legislation, 
I would see that it would pass,” Fong recalled, before 
clarifying, “as long as it was good legislation.”26 

Hawaii’s unions relied on Fong as a go-between 
with Richard Nixon during his failed 1960 presidential 
campaign, and they routinely backed the Senator whose 
advocacy for foreign assistance translated into a steady 
stream of business through Hawaiian harbors. Scores of 
shipping containers filled with food supplies and materials 
set off for ports around the globe, creating work for 
unionized stevedores and dockhands.27 

Despite committee appointments oriented toward 
Hawaiian interests, Fong devoted much of his attention 
to international affairs, immigration, and defense policy. 
Between the first and second sessions of the 86th Congress 
(1959–1961), he undertook a self-funded tour of 13 
Asian nations. Fong returned to dispute Democratic 
presidential candidate John F. Kennedy’s assertion that 
America’s prestige had fallen abroad. “I did not find the 
‘ugly American’ on my tour,” he insisted, “and I feel we are 
winning the battle for the minds of people in neutral and 
free countries of Asia.”28 

Fong urged the use of soft power—exercising economic 
and cultural influence to improve relations—in Asia 
whenever possible to combat international communism,  
an ideology which he described as “the wrong concept  
of man and the universe.”29 Fong focused on engaging 
Asian nations with the twin lures of democracy and 
capitalism. He pressed for continued foreign aid, but 
disputed China’s proposed acceptance into the United 
Nations, saying the nation still had to prove itself a “good 
boy.”30 Nevertheless, Fong supported President Nixon’s 
diplomatic talks with China and joined a congressional 
delegation to the People’s Republic of China in 1974. 
He also prided himself on a friendship with the Republic 
of China President Chiang Kai-shek, whose funeral 
he attended the following year.31 Speaking about 
strengthening ties with China and other Asian nations, 
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Fong said late in his career, “America is a two-ocean 
Nation. We need a friendly Asia-Pacific community, just as 
much as we need a friendly Atlantic community.”32 

Fong was an early and ardent supporter of the 
Vietnam War during President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 
administration, and he maintained that support during the 
Nixon administration in spite of the conflict’s increasing 
unpopularity among his Hawaiian constituents. He 
routinely opposed efforts to restrict funding for the war 
and frequently defended the Nixon administration.33 
Fong labeled congressional efforts to diminish the U.S. 
commitment to Vietnam “hypocrisy” and insisted military 
action was necessary to combat North Vietnam’s aggression 
against democratic allies.34 

In line with his interest in Asia, he also urged passage  
of President Johnson’s immigration reform in 1965.  
Fong’s approach reflected his belief in soft power. He 
pointed to how America inspired nations in Asia and 
around the world. “Our tenets, regardless of race, creed 
or color, have inspired freedom-loving people everywhere 
to look to America as a beacon in their struggle to win 
freedom and independence,” Fong said. “Our opportunity 
is to live up to their ideals.”35 The Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965 notably discarded an outdated 
formula that set racial quotas from Asian nations, which 
scholars have credited with a dramatic rise in immigration 
by Asian professionals.36 

Immigration and aid for refugees remained prominent 
concerns for Fong. In 1971 he introduced 75 private bills, 
more than any Senator that year, mostly for immigration 
relief.37 The Senator endeavored to relieve the plight of 
refugees from both communist China and the Indochinese 
conflicts, cosponsoring several bills before securing passage 
of the Indochina Refugee Children Assistance Act of 1975. 
Complementing his views on immigration reform, Fong 
urged both new and established Chinese Americans to 
integrate more fully into U.S. society.38 

Senator Fong took seriously his role as a surrogate 
representative for Chinese Americans and as a link between 
Asia and the western nations. He followed up on Hawaiian 
Delegate John Burns’s work to establish the East-West 

Center in Honolulu and then fought from his seat on the 
Senate Appropriations Committee for larger expenditures 
supporting it. Fong pressured colleagues for more funding, 
saying about the center, “Wherever men can face one 
another as peers and exchange their considered views on 
the vital issues of their lives, the constructive potentialities 
for cooperative peace increase dramatically.”39 

Fong extended that philosophy beyond diplomacy and 
immigration to civil rights. Though a hawkish supporter 
of the war in Vietnam, Fong often voted for social 
legislation that aligned him with Democrats and moderate 
Republicans. He cast votes for much of President Johnson’s 
Great Society legislation, including the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 and the establishment of Medicare in 1965. He 
supported the Equal Rights Amendment in 1970. Fong 
also contributed substantially to the Voting Rights Act of 
1965, writing an amendment providing for poll watchers 
to guarantee the safety and fairness of elections.40

Hawaiian issues, of course, ranked high on Fong’s 
agenda, and he counted the establishment of the East-
West Center and securing funding for federal highways on 
the islands among his greatest achievements in Congress. 
One of his first successful bills established the Haleakala 
National Park on the island of Maui, carving it out from 
land that had been part of the Hawaii National Park 
established in 1916, and creating additional jobs in the 
process. From his seat on the Post Office and Civil Service 
Committee, Fong tended to the interests of Hawaii’s 
thousands of civil servants. In 1960 and 1962 he drafted 
legislation raising wages for federal employees. Working 
from his position on the Public Works Committee, Fong 
lent his influence to Hawaiian groups seeking federal grants 
for public works such as dams and harbor improvements. 
In part for his attention to matters back home, Hawaiian 
Republicans embraced Fong, even nominating him as a 
“favorite son” candidate for president at the Republican 
National Convention in 1964.41

Fong’s electoral resilience was fully displayed in 1964. 
Despite a very unfavorable climate for Republicans, 
Fong, in his re-election bid, comfortably defeated 
incumbent Democratic Representative Thomas P. Gill, 
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who was supported by Hawaii’s other Senator, Daniel K. 
Inouye, with 53 to 46 percent of the vote. Like the rest 
of the country, Hawaii elected Lyndon B. Johnson by a 
landslide over Fong’s Senate colleague and GOP nominee, 
Barry Goldwater. According to some sources, Fong set a 
senatorial election record nationally by running 32 percent 
ahead of Goldwater.42

Fong had a contentious relationship with Inouye, who 
had served as a U.S. Representative before becoming the 
junior Senator from Hawaii. Their enmity originated in 
territorial politics when Inouye and John Burns headed 
the increasingly dominant state Democratic Party. Though 
both Fong and Inouye endeavored to tie Hawaiian 
industry and jobs to federal spending, their relationship 
in the normally collegial Senate was often frosty. That 
tension was exacerbated by Inouye’s support in the 1970 
Senate election for Fong’s opponent, television station 
owner Cecil Heftel. Fong’s continued support for President 
Nixon’s policies, particularly his Vietnam strategy, began 
to frustrate Hawaiian constituents. He refused to debate 
Heftel, however, relying on his seniority, experience, and 
name recognition to make his case against the political 
newcomer. Fong ultimately prevailed with 52 percent of 
the vote, his narrowest margin of victory to date.43

Barely into his third term, Fong’s office faced an 
unexpected scandal. Robert Carson, a longtime legislative 
assistant to the Senator, was indicted on charges of 
bribery, perjury, and conspiracy on January 13, 1971. 
Allegedly, Carson had attempted to bribe Deputy Attorney 
General Richard Kleindienst to intercede in a grand jury 
investigation. While Fong himself remained blameless, 
rumors flew of an inciting feud between the Senator’s office 
and the attorney general over an appointment to the Ninth 
Circuit Court of Appeals. Fong prided himself on placing 
Hawaiians on the federal bench to increase Hawaiian 
influence. Kleindienst wanted and found someone from 
his home state of Arizona for the position, and several 
sources speculated that this competition was at the root 
of Kleindienst’s accusations against Fong’s aide Carson. 
Fong stood by his aide during the trial and appeal process 
in which Carson was convicted. No accusations or charges 

were leveled at Fong, but the scandal rocked an otherwise 
peaceful and focused office.44

Following the bruising 1970 campaign and the Carson 
scandal, Fong declined to run again in 1976, citing a 
growing workload and desire to spend more time with his 
family and friends. At the time of his retirement from the 
Senate in January 1977, he served as Ranking Member 
on six committees.45 Fong returned to his law firm, his 
plantation on Oahu, and various businesses as chairman 
of Finance Enterprises Ltd. Fong worked well into his 90s, 
vowing to “die with my boots on.”46 

Fong died of kidney failure on August 18, 2004, in 
Kahaluu, Hawaii.47 His body lay in state in the Hawaiian 
capitol building in Honolulu before his interment in the 
city’s Nuuanu Memorial Park and Mortuary.48

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION
University of Hawaii at Manoa Library, Archives and Manuscripts 
Department, Hawaii Congressional Papers Collection (Honolulu, 
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materials, casework, political party materials, administrative papers, 
public relations files, campaign memorabilia, and audiovisual materials 
from his years of service in the U.S. Senate. Some personal and family 
papers are also included. The collection covers Hawaii statehood, Native 
Hawaiian land claims, the military presence in Hawaii, shipping issues, 
work of the Judiciary Committee, civil service issues, immigration, and 
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1924–2012

UNITE D STATES REPRESENTATIVE 1959–19 63 

UNITE D STATES SENATOR 19 63–2012

DEMO CRAT FROM HAWAII

W hen Daniel K. Inouye first took his seat in 
the U.S. House of Representatives in 1959, 
Speaker Sam Rayburn of Texas took quick 

stock of the young legislator. “You’ll soon be the second 
most widely recognized member in the Congress,” mused 
the Speaker, who embodied the institution for so many 
Americans. “We don’t have too many one-armed, Japanese 
Congressmen here.”1 Indeed, Inouye left an indelible mark 
on Hawaiian politics and on the U.S. Congress, where he 
served for a combined 53 years in the House and Senate, 
serving with 412 Senators during his long tenure in that 
chamber. A proud war veteran and energetic legislator, 
Inouye battled for party leadership and embraced Members 
of Congress from across the aisle. On November 20, 2013, 
President Barack Obama posthumously awarded Inouye 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Senator Inouye “taught 
all of us that no matter what you look like or where you 
come from,” Obama observed, “this country has a place for 
everybody who’s willing to serve and work hard.”2

Daniel Ken Inouye was born on September 7, 1924, 
in Honolulu, Hawaii, to Hyotaro Inouye, a file clerk, and 
Kame Imanaga, who, as a young orphan, had been taken in 
by Native Hawaiians.3 A Methodist minister and his family 
adopted Inouye’s mother, who was homeless. She named 
Inouye after her adoptive father. “She made it very clear 
to me from the time I was very young, ‘I owe a lot to the 
Hawaiian [people], and I expect you to repay that debt,’ ” 
Inouye said.4 Inouye graduated from McKinley High 
School in Honolulu, then known as “Tokyo High” because 
the city’s segregation policies concentrated a high number 
of ethnic Japanese students at McKinley.5 

At age 17, Inouye worked for the Red Cross with every 
intention of becoming a surgeon. “When the war broke 
out I was a high school senior and preparing myself to go 
to college and become a doctor,” Inouye said. “I had no 

interest in politics.” He rushed to aid the wounded during 
the devastating attack on Pearl Harbor. Upon turning 18, 
Inouye applied to enlist in the military but was denied 
entry because of his race. The U.S. government classified 
nisei (American-born children of Japanese immigrants) 
unfit for service. “Here I was, though I was a citizen of the 
United States, I was declared to be an enemy alien and as a 
result not fit to put on the uniform of the United States,” 
Inouye recalled.6

After petitioning the government to reverse its decision, 
Inouye volunteered again in 1943 and joined the Army as 
a private, entering the fabled 442nd Regimental Combat 
Team. Composed primarily of Japanese-American soldiers, 
the 442nd served with distinction in the French and Italian 
campaigns during World War II, and the unit famously 
rescued the “Lost Battalion” of Texans behind enemy lines 
in France. Inouye later lost his right arm in a return sweep 
through Italy, crushing his dream of becoming a surgeon.7 
After his injury, Inouye recovered at Percy Jones Hospital 
in Battle Creek, Michigan, where he met future Senate 
colleagues Philip Hart of Michigan and Robert Dole of 
Kansas, with whom he discussed becoming a lawyer and 
entering national politics.8 

Inouye spent 20 months in U.S. Army hospitals before 
being honorably discharged and retiring as a captain on 
May 27, 1947. He earned a Distinguished Silver Cross, 
Bronze Star, and a Purple Heart, as well as 12 other medals 
and citations, for his military service. Though Inouye and 
the other members of the “Go For Broke” regiment were 
eventually acknowledged as heroes for their efforts on the 
Italian front, most received little formal recognition at the 
time. Only when Hawaiian Senator Daniel Akaka insisted 
on an Army review of war records nearly a half a century 
later did their heroism come into focus. Inouye received 
the Medal of Honor with 21 other Japanese Americans on 
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June 21, 2000, for his service in World War II. “I take this 
as the greatest compliment I’ve ever had,” Inouye noted. “I 
will wear it proudly. And I will not tarnish it.”9

After the war, with the assistance of the GI Bill, Inouye 
graduated from the University of Hawaii in 1950. He then 
pursued a law degree from George Washington University 
Law School, where he graduated in 1952 before returning to 
Hawaii. He was admitted to the bar in 1953 and then served 
as an assistant public prosecutor for Honolulu during 1953 
and 1954. Inouye married Margaret Shinobu Awamura, an 
instructor at the University of Hawaii, on June 12, 1949, 
and they had one son, Ken, in 1964.10 Margaret died in 
2006, and on May 24, 2008, Inouye married Irene Hirano, 
president of the U.S.–Japan Council.11

Inouye joined a wave of young Japanese-American World 
War II veterans graduating from college and returning to 
Hawaii in the early 1950s. This group, respected for their 
contributions to the war effort and freshly educated, made 
an immediate impact on Hawaii’s political system. “The 
time had come for us to step forward,” Inouye said of this 
generational shift. “We had fought for that right with all the 
furious patriotism in our bodies and now we didn’t want 
to go back to the plantation.… We wanted to take our full 
place in society.”12

Many of the former members of the 442nd became 
attached to prominent Democrat John Burns. Burns was 
the final Hawaiian Delegate to Congress and helped secure 
statehood for the islands before serving three terms as 
governor from 1963 to 1974. For much of Inouye’s early 
political career, Burns headed the Hawaiian Democratic 
Party in spirit, if not always in name.13 Inouye stood out 
from this group of Burns protégés and merited special 
attention from the party. He was elected to the territorial 
house during the Democratic revolution of 1954, when 
Democrats swept statewide positions and took control of 
the legislature long held by Republicans. Inouye served as 
majority leader in the territorial house until 1958, when he 
was elected to the territorial senate.

When Hawaii achieved statehood in 1959, Inouye 
declared his intention to seek a seat in the U.S. Congress. 
He first planned to run for the Senate, leaving the House 

seat open for his territorial senate colleague Patsy Takemoto 
Mink. But he withdrew from the race and ran for the lone 
U.S. House seat instead when party stalwarts Oren Long 
and William Heen ran for the Senate.14 Long noted this 
deference and pledged to retire after his first term ended, 
clearing the way for Inouye to run for the vacant Senate 
seat in 1962.15 In 1959 this decision put him in direct 
conflict with Mink for the Democratic nomination to the 
U.S. House, and he narrowly defeated her in the primary. 
He faced Dr. Charles H. Silva, director of the territorial 
department of institutions, in the general election. 
While his campaign style was described as “sunny” and 
“outgoing,” much of his overwhelming appeal came 
from his status as a war hero. Inouye won in a landslide, 
garnering 69 percent of the vote.16 

His election made him the first Japanese-American 
Member of Congress, but it was his war injuries that 
initially made him an object of considerable interest in 
Washington. When Inouye was sworn in on August 24, 
1959, he was asked to raise his right hand for the oath. 
Upon lifting his left hand, “There was a gasp,” Inouye said, 
noting that many Members did not know he had lost his 
right arm.17 

Upon arriving in DC, outgoing Delegate Burns directed 
Inouye straight to the Texas delegation, with whom 
Hawaiians had developed a working relationship. Inouye 
became close with Speaker Rayburn, who steered him to 
the Agriculture Committee, an influential and helpful 
assignment for the Hawaiian Islands, notable for their sugar 
production. In turn, Inouye maintained the friendship 
between Hawaii and Texas. In 1960 Inouye was an early 
supporter of Texas Senator Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidential 
campaign before Johnson eventually accepted John F. 
Kennedy’s offer to be the vice presidential nominee. 

Inouye toiled quietly for his two terms in the House, 
trying to foster a larger network of support for future 
campaigns and to protect the sugar industry in Hawaii. His 
only substantial piece of legislation passed late in his first 
term, extending several key provisions to recognize Hawaiian 
statehood in the Hawaii Omnibus Act (H.R. 11602). The 
act amended a bevy of existing laws to ensure the new state 
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received the full benefits accorded to the other 49 states.18 
Nevertheless, Inouye’s popularity in the islands helped him 
soar to re-election in 1960 ; he took 74 percent of the vote 
against his Republican opponent, Frederick Titcomb.

Senator Oren Long retired, as promised, in 1962 and 
backed Inouye’s candidacy for the open seat. In the general 
election Inouye faced Ben F. Dillingham, a scion of one of 
Hawaii’s wealthiest families. The Honolulu Star-Advertiser 
embarrassed Dillingham by endorsing Inouye even though 
Dillingham’s father served as the newspaper’s vice president. 
Dillingham also had opposed statehood, which cost him 
voter support as well.19 Despite Inouye’s early fears about 
Dillingham’s influence, he received more than twice the 
number of votes, winning 70 percent of the total. His 
victory made him the first Japanese-American Senator.20

Inouye gained a reputation as a prolific legislator, 
submitting a flurry of bills, resolutions, and amendments. 
Most of his early legislation tied the Hawaiian economy 
tighter to federal spending and the federal bureaucracy. He 
chose his words carefully and rarely made floor speeches 
in his early terms. He made an early commitment to 
Senate traditions that held throughout his tenure when 
his maiden speech in the Senate supported the filibuster 
because “Hawaii, being a small state, may have to [resort] 
to the filibuster to get the nation’s attention.”21 Much of his 
influence derived from that respect for the Senate processes, 
beginning with the role of the committees.

In the 88th Congress (1963–1965), Inouye was 
initially appointed to two committees, Armed Services and 
Public Works. He did not remain on either committee 
long, moving to the Commerce Committee (later named 
Commerce, Science, and Transportation) in the 91st 
Congress (1969–1971) and the Appropriations Committee 
in the 92nd Congress (1971–1973). He remained on both 
of these committees through the rest of his Senate career, 
eventually chairing the Commerce Committee in the 110th 
Congress (2007–2009) and the Appropriations Committee 
from 2009 until his death. He also served on the Committee 
on the District of Columbia in the 1970s and joined the 
Rules and Administration Committee in 1981, in addition 
to a number of select and joint committees.22

Between his workmanlike approach to legislating and 
his tight ties with the powerful Texas delegation, Inouye’s 
star rose quickly in the national Democratic Party. He 
published a book, Journey to Washington, with author 
Lawrence Elliott in 1967 detailing his rise to the Senate. 
In 1968 Inouye served as the keynote speaker at the 
Democratic National Convention in Chicago, which 
was rocked by anti-war protests. He spoke passionately 
about the march of progress and the anger of the country’s 
youth, acknowledging their ideals while questioning their 
confrontational tactics. He called upon the American 
people to follow their better instincts. “Fellow Americans, 
this is our country,” Inouye said. “Its future is what we, its 
citizens, will make it. And as we all know, we have much to 
do. Putting aside hatred on the one hand and timidity on 
the other, let us grow fresh faith in our purpose and new 
vigor in citizenship.”23 

Afterward, President Lyndon Johnson tried to convince 
Hubert Humphrey to select the Hawaiian as his running 
mate : “I’ve never known him to make a mistake. He’s got 
cold, clear courage.… It would be fresh and different.  
He’s young and new. And I think your secretary could 
call him and say, ‘Would you please go to Utah, South 
Carolina, San Francisco?’ And I believe he could go to 
all of them and never lay an egg.” Humphrey declined to 
nominate Inouye, believing that such a move “just takes  
it a little too far, too fast.”24 For his part, Inouye claimed  
he had no interest in the position and was content to 
remain a Senator.25 

Inouye gradually shifted his stance on the Vietnam War 
after Nixon’s inauguration. He had steadfastly backed the 
war during the 1960s, but as opposition built, he stated 
that he regretted his support and attributed it to his close 
bond with President Johnson and the Texas delegation.26 
As the war dragged on into Nixon’s presidency, Inouye 
cosponsored the War Powers Act of 1973, which limited 
the President’s ability to engage in conflict overseas by 
asserting congressional power to place time limits on  
troop deployments.27 

Inouye was drawn into direct conflict with the 
administration in February 1973, when the Senate voted 
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77 to 0 to launch the Select Committee on Presidential 
Campaign Activities (known as the Ervin Committee for its 
chairman, North Carolina Senator Sam Ervin). The Ervin 
Committee investigated the events surrounding the break-in 
at the Democratic National Committee’s Watergate offices 
in 1972 and the ensuing cover-up. Inouye was selected 
to serve, but, wanting to keep his head down, refused the 
appointment four times. Majority Leader Mike Mansfield 
of Montana told him that, after eliminating chairmen, 
party leaders, nonlawyers, and presidential hopefuls, only 
a select few potential candidates remained. Furthermore, 
congressional Democrats insisted on his participation due 
to what was seen as his “Mr. Clean image.” With that 
Inouye agreed to serve.28

Within months of joining the investigation, Inouye’s 
name appeared in headlines across the country when John 
J. Wilson, the attorney representing former Nixon chief 
of staff, H. R. Haldeman, used a racial slur to describe 
the Senator from Hawaii. When asked by a United Press 
International reporter about a line of questioning from 
Senator Lowell Weicker of Connecticut, Wilson responded, 
“Oh, I don’t mind Senator Weicker.… What I mind is 
that little Jap,” and gestured toward Inouye. Earlier in the 
investigation, a hot mic had picked up Inouye describing 
another of Wilson’s clients as “a liar.” Wilson initially 
denied having made the comment about Inouye, but later 
admitted to it. Later, when asked for a response, Inouye 
simply said, “I think his statement speaks for itself.”29  

In September 1973, Inouye declared the infamous 
White House recordings featuring President Nixon 
uttering scandalous expletives and implicating himself in 
the cover-up “not essential” to the investigation, stating the 
committee had enough to go on without them.30  
He was lauded in the press for his focus on campaign 
finance reform and fair, but firm, treatment of witnesses 
on the committee. Following the committee’s revelations 
and the press they stirred, Inouye called for a constitutional 
convention to limit the power of the presidency, bringing  
attention to abuses of power by Republicans and Democrats 
alike.31 Now highly visible, thanks to the televised committee 
proceedings, Inouye’s fame expanded nationally.

Given his success on the Ervin Committee, Inouye 
was appointed to chair the new Select Committee on 
Intelligence in 1976, established to provide oversight 
of U.S. intelligence agencies. Persuaded by Mansfield 
to accept the post after the furor of the Watergate 
investigation, Inouye struck a careful balance, pledging 
not to compromise security while ensuring no intelligence 
agency would “violate the civil rights of any Americans” 
under his watch.32 Inouye voiced concerns as early as 
December 1976 about the stresses and strains that the job 
had placed on him, and he sought to establish a precedent 
of brief chairmanships, believing that such turnover 
was the best means of ensuring that the committee was 
not unduly influenced by the intelligence organizations 
reporting to it. “I’m afraid if you stay on too long in this 
job, you either go a little off,” he said, “or you become a 
part of the institutions.… Either way is wrong.”33 Though 
he remained on the Intelligence Committee through the 
98th Congress (1983–1985), he stepped down as chair 
after 1977. 

Inouye also flexed his muscles on foreign policy from 
his post as chair of the Foreign Operations Subcommittee 
of the Appropriations Committee, where he frequently 
cosponsored foreign aid and investment bills and defended 
them on the floor. “This country has given much, and, 
in doing so, we have given truth to the ideals we, as a 
nation, live by,” he said. “We must continue to uphold this 
humanitarian tradition.”34 

Most of his voluminous floor speeches during the 
post–Watergate Era centered on aid and investment bills 
and encouraged a more interconnected planet. Consistent 
with these beliefs, he also supported opening trade with 
communist China. In 1984 Inouye developed his foreign 
policy expertise further, serving as chair of the Senate 
Democratic Central America Study Group to assess U.S. 
policy in the region. He also served as senior counselor to 
the National Bipartisan Commission on Central America, 
also known as the Kissinger Commission.

In the early 1980s, Senator Inouye again gained national 
prominence when he spoke out about the Abscam Scandal, 
an FBI sting operation that targeted Members of Congress. 
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Inouye criticized the FBI on the Senate Floor in December 
1980, sympathizing with observers who worried that the 
scandal represented a “threat to legislative independence 
inherent in the Abscam operation.”35 Harrison Williams Jr. 
of New Jersey was the sole Senator ensnared in the sting. 
Though uproar persisted on the Senate Floor, the Senate 
Select Committee on Ethics waited to take up the issue 
until after the criminal investigation had ended so as not to 
influence the case. 

Following Williams’s criminal conviction and 
sentencing in February 1982, the Select Committee 
reported the resolution to expel Williams from the Senate. 
Inouye acted as Williams’s advocate on the floor, noting 
first how extraordinary this resolution was in the history of 
the Senate. “I believe it is important to note that the Senate 
of the United States has never expelled a Member except 
where treason or disloyalty to the Union was involved.” He 
declared the operation was a “manufactured scandal.”36 “I 
do not believe that a senator should be expelled for being 
a fool or committing foolish acts,” Inouye said.37 Senators 
did not agree, and once it became clear that the necessary 
two-thirds would vote for expulsion, Harrison Williams 
resigned from the Senate on March 11, 1982.38 The 
episode earned Inouye a reputation for loyalty under fire.

Inouye’s seniority and success in prior Senate 
investigatory roles made him a natural choice to lead a 
new investigation in the wake of another presidential 
scandal. In late 1986, news organizations brought to 
light secret operations conducted by National Security 
Council staff wherein the United States sold arms to Iran 
and used the profits to fund Nicaraguan Contras, rebel 
groups opposed to the official Sandinista Junta of National 
Reconstruction government. Inouye adopted a nonpartisan 
approach during the so-called Iran-Contra affair, eager to 
note that the Ronald Reagan administration cooperated 
in the panel’s investigation while also standing behind 
the committee’s conclusion that administration officials 
subverted the rule of law and misled the American public.39 

Inouye’s nonconfrontational questioning during the 
nationally televised hearings contrasted sharply with the 
testimony of charismatic figures like Lieutenant Colonel 

Oliver North, frustrating his more partisan colleagues. 
Inouye stood by his methods even as he grew frustrated 
with witnesses’ grandstanding. Inouye stated that the 
administration’s actions derived from “an elitist vision … 
that trusts no one—not the people, not the Congress, and 
not the Cabinet. It is a vision of a government operated 
by persons convinced they have a monopoly on truth.”40 
His fairness won plaudits, though his unwillingness to 
maximize political advantages in the scandal worried some 
within his party.41

Once again thrust into the public eye in a highly 
publicized investigative panel, Inouye initially thrived 
under the spotlight, readying his internal campaign to 
become the next Senate Majority Leader. Inouye had 
served as secretary of the Democratic Caucus since 1978, 
placing him in the third-ranking leadership post. Several 
major newspapers pegged him as the Majority-Leader-in-
waiting. In 1986 he reportedly struck a deal with Senator 
Robert Byrd to help the West Virginian win the post of 
Senate Majority Leader, with the understanding that Byrd 
would step aside in 1989 and leave an inside track open for 
Inouye to run for the post.42 

However, neither Inouye’s experience nor careful 
positioning secured him the Majority Leader post that 
eventually went to George Mitchell of Maine. The press 
blamed a controversial 1987 appropriation that Inouye 
sponsored and later rescinded to support the construction 
of religious schools in France, which the Senator himself 
described as an “error in judgment.” Some also recalled 
Inouye’s handling of the Iran-Contra Select Committee 
that some Democrats described as “lukewarm” for failing 
to press the case against the Reagan administration. Within 
the Democratic Caucus, Inouye won the votes of only 14 
of the 55 Senators.43 

When Senator Byrd passed away on June 28, 2010, 
Inouye became the President pro tempore of the United 
States Senate, making him the highest-ranking Asian 
American in the United States and third in the line of 
presidential succession. While the position did not give 
him a direct leadership role over policy formation, it 
nevertheless was valued by Inouye, reflecting his colleagues’ 
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acknowledgment that, as the dean of the Senate, he held 
special knowledge of the chamber’s rules, procedures,  
and practices.

Inouye became famous for supporting earmarks that 
steered federal dollars to Hawaii. As chairman of the 
Appropriations Subcommittee on Defense and later as the 
head of the full committee, he was highly successful in 
securing money for his constituency. In 1997 alone, federal 
spending in Hawaii grew $170 million to a total of $8.16 
billion, making it the fifth highest per capita recipient of 
federal funds. 

Though his tactics in funneling federal spending to 
Hawaii made him the target of pork barrel watchdog 
groups, Inouye refused to apologize for his support of the 
Hawaiian economy. Inouye often focused on shipping 
bills.44 In 1997 he inserted a provision into an annual 
appropriations bill that provided what he referred to as 
a “preference” to American Classic Voyages to run the 
cruise ship industry out of Hawaii. Senator John McCain 
of Arizona called the provision a government-sponsored 
monopoly and encouraged President William J. (Bill) 
Clinton to use his line-item veto against the bill.45 The 
provision survived. “Since we’re insular and dependent 
on merchant marine,” Inouye had proclaimed, “we find 
ourselves deeply involved in activities of the sea.” 

Inouye’s history with earmarks included acquiring 
support for a Hawaiian bank and arranging a $50 million 
gift to his alma mater, George Washington University.46 
When the push for earmark reform heated up in 2006, 
Inouye joined his friend, Republican Senator Ted 
Stevens of Alaska, in dismissing the idea. “I don’t see any 
monumental changes,” he declared. “If something is wrong 
we should clean house, but if they can explain it and justify 
it, I will look at it.”47 Inouye continued to use earmarks as 
he had for decades until their eventual ban in 2011.48 

Inouye took largely liberal social positions on policies 
such as abortion rights, gun control, and civil liberties. His 
policies frequently favored the disenfranchised. He was a 
strong supporter of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and, as a 
close friend of Lyndon B. Johnson, stood strongly behind 
the Great Society programs such as Medicaid, Head Start, 

and food stamps. Inouye’s stance on civil rights grew out of 
his own experiences as a Japanese American and living in 
the patchwork Hawaiian cultural community. During and 
after the debate over the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Inouye 
repeatedly evoked Hawaiian values and the wishes of his 
diverse constituency. 

After passage, Inouye shared an advertisement 
Hawaiians had placed in the Washington Post thanking 
Congress for the bill’s passage, “Now we have rules to 
help us achieve our ideal—an era of universal tolerance, 
understanding, peace, and aloha.”49 Inouye also supported 
DC statehood, citing Hawaii’s own struggle to join the 
Union. Inouye served on the Committee on the District 
of Columbia and was a strong proponent of the Metrorail, 
specifically the work done to give people living with 
disabilities access to the system. Inouye cosponsored the 
District of Columbia Self-Government and Governmental 
Reorganization Act in 1973 (S. 1435).

This support for the disenfranchised extended to the 
Asian-American community both inside and outside of 
Hawaii. Inouye served as a member of the Congressional 
Asian Pacific American Caucus and, in 1997, joined 
fellow Hawaiian Senator Daniel Akaka to help Philippine 
veterans of World War II naturalize as U.S. citizens. 
Inouye kept his promise to his mother to protect Native 
Hawaiians when he helped to pass the Native Hawaiian 
Education Act and the Native Hawaiian Health Care Act 
in 1988, setting up programs to spur Native Hawaiians’ 
incorporation into American society. 

Inouye also stood behind fellow Japanese Americans. In 
1981 he proposed the Commission on Wartime Relocation 
and Internment of Civilians, which led to the 1988 Civil 
Liberties Act that provided redress to Japanese Americans 
affected by internment during World War II.50 Following 
the attacks of September 11, 2001, Inouye quickly 
defended American Muslims, comparing the bigotry 
directed at them to the experience of Japanese Americans 
following Pearl Harbor.51

This interest in preserving the rights of minorities and 
correcting past wrongs found natural expression through 
his work on the Select Committee on Indian Affairs. 
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Inouye wound up on Indian Affairs by chance. As a 
member of the steering committee, which made committee 
assignments, he had been directed to fill a vacancy on the 
select committee. When Inouye could not fill the slot, 
Senator Byrd suggested Inouye fill the seat himself. Inouye 
insisted he lacked the expertise, but Byrd responded in jest, 
“At least you look like one.”52 Though Inouye had initially 
preferred not to serve on the committee, his interest 
grew as he learned the extent to which the American 
government had “shortchanged” American Indians. “By 
God, did we do all these things?” he recalled thinking. “We 
should be embarrassed and ashamed of ourselves.”53 

In 1993 Inouye fought to defend the Committee on 
Indian Affairs (he had introduced successful legislation 
in early 1993 to remove the term “select” from the 
committee’s name) from the threat of disbandment. 
Testifying with Senator McCain before the Joint 
Committee on the Organization of Congress, Inouye 
argued that the Constitution vested Congress with  
power over Indian affairs and, thus, the committee could 
not be removed except by constitutional amendment. 
“Even if we were not charged with legal obligations and 
a trust responsibility, we would still have to recognize the 
moral imperative that we, as a nation, are charged with 
when it comes to improving the conditions of life in 
reservation communities,” he argued.54 His commitment 
to the committee was so strong that, when Senator 
Wendell Ford of Kentucky retired in 1998, Inouye 
passed on becoming Ranking Member on the Rules and 
Administration Committee so he could retain his position 
on Indian Affairs. He claimed in 1999 that he devoted 
more time and effort to his work on Indian Affairs than 
any other committee.55

Inouye described his approach to working with Senate 
colleagues as nonpartisan rather than bipartisan and 
mused, “I think those of us who get older should make 
an extra effort to demonstrate what non-partisanship can 
result in.”56 This independent streak occasionally rankled 
fellow Democrats. Inouye viewed Senator Stevens as a 
close friend ; the pair often called one another “brother” 
on the Senate Floor.57 In 1990 he made a radio ad to 

support Republican Senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon, his 
colleague on the Appropriations Committee. 

In 2008, as Senator Stevens faced federal charges and 
a stiff re-election campaign, Inouye flew out to Alaska to 
campaign for his old friend.58 Near the end of his career, 
Inouye backed Hillary Clinton as his party’s nominee for 
President ; Inouye had a long, fruitful relationship with 
President Bill Clinton’s administration. The endorsement 
created a rift with the eventual nominee, Barack Obama, 
who spent much of his early life growing up in Hawaii. 
Until the Obama administration took office in 2009, 
Inouye’s influence within the Democratic Party and 
particularly within Hawaii had few equals.

Inouye routinely received between three to four times 
the number of votes his opponents received. Through 
1986, Inouye never won less than 73 percent of the vote in 
his Senate campaigns, thriving on his easygoing, charming 
demeanor. He was the master “of a sunny, outgoing type 
of campaigning.”59 His only real electoral challenge came 
in 1992, facing a broader field of challengers from the 
Republican, Libertarian, and Green Parties. Republican 
opponent Richard Reed obtained a secretly recorded tape 
from Inouye’s longtime hairstylist that purported that the 
Senator had sexually assaulted her in 1975. Reed used the 
allegation in campaign ads against Inouye. No inquiry was 
launched, however, since the hairstylist, Lenore Kwock, 
declined to press charges. Reed took down the ads when 
Kwock threatened his campaign with a lawsuit. Inouye, 
who himself welcomed an investigation but otherwise 
refused to comment on the allegations, won the election 
with 57 percent of the vote.60 He returned to his typical 
overwhelming margins in the following elections, receiving 
at least 75 percent of the vote in each succeeding election 
after 1992.

Late in his long career in the public eye, Inouye had 
ascended to the pinnacle of politics in the Aloha State and 
had become a revered figure in the U.S. Senate. His efforts 
to shape the political makeup of Hawaii extended back to 
his time as a protégé of Delegate John Burns. Early in his 
career, Inouye often joined Burns and fellow 442nd veteran 
and Democratic strategist Dan Aoki for breakfast to pick 
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delegates to the Democratic National Conventions.61 Starting 
in the mid-1960s and persisting for decades, Inouye had a 
hand in choosing Democrats for open seats across the state.62

Some observers criticized that influence, but Inouye was 
largely unrepentant. “In certain circles, I’m the godfather,” 
Inouye said. His reach extended deep into state and 
municipal politics thanks to his broad network of former 
staffers and assistants. “Like the sun is to our solar system, 
he is to our state,” Honolulu mayor and former legislative 
assistant Kirk Caldwell said of Inouye.63 It was a shock, then, 
when Senator Akaka announced his impending retirement 
in 2011 and Inouye announced his intention to stay out of 
the primary process. “I’m a good Democrat, and I want to 
see a Democrat win that seat,” Inouye said in April 2012. By 
October, however, Inouye had once more tightened his grip 
on the reins. Representative Mazie Hirono defeated former 
House Member and longtime Inouye nemesis Ed Case in 
the primary and won the Senate seat with Inouye’s backing.64

In early December 2012, Daniel Inouye was hospitalized. 
He died of respiratory complications at Walter Reed 
National Military Medical Center on December 17, 2012.65 
When the Senate met on December 18, the presumptive 
dean of the Senate, Patrick Leahy of Vermont, stood to 
speak and gestured to Inouye’s empty desk, noting, “Today 
is the first day since Hawaii became a state that it is not 
represented by Dan Inouye.”66 Inouye’s remains were 
interred at the National Memorial Cemetery of the Pacific in 
Honolulu, Hawaii. 
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“Even if we were not 
charged with legal 

obligations and a trust 
responsibility, we would 
still have to recognize  

the moral imperative  
that we, as a nation,  

are charged with when 
it comes to improving 

the conditions of life in 
reservation communities.”

Daniel K. Inouye 
Roll Call, May 6, 1993
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Spark M. Matsunaga
1916–1990
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DEMO CRAT FROM HAWAII

A lifetime proponent of peace, Spark M. Matsunaga, 
the son of an impoverished plantation worker, 
became a war hero and Member of Congress. 

Matsunaga believed firmly in gradual reform and the 
power of one man to change minds, a philosophy he often 
applied to the legislative process. As a knowledgeable 
member of the powerful House of Representatives Rules 
Committee and later as a United States Senator, Matsunaga 
influenced a broad swath of legislation during his 28 
years in Congress. He alternately identified as a lawyer, 
soldier, peacemaker, poet, technology enthusiast, and a 
campaigner for equal rights. Fellow Senator Bob Dole of 
Kansas referred to “Sparky,” as he liked to be known, as a 
“renaissance man.”1

Spark Matsunaga was born Masayuki Matsunaga on 
October 8, 1916, in Kukuiula on the island of Kauai in 
Hawaii. His parents, Kingoro Matsunaga and Chiyono 
Fukushima, emigrated from Japan and worked on a Kauai 
sugar plantation. Masayuki grew up in a large family ; his 
mother, Chiyono, was a widow with four children from 
her previous marriage. Kingoro Matsunaga sustained an 
injury on the job in the mid-1930s and, after his recovery, 
dedicated himself to a spiritual life as a Shinto priest. 
The Matsunaga brothers constructed a Shinto temple in 
their backyard at their father’s instruction. The nickname 
“Sparky” or “Spark” originated in Matsunaga’s youth ; 
childhood friends used it to razz him for his frequent last-
place finishes in races. The name stayed with him.2

Matsunaga’s interest in political office ignited early. 
While attending Kauai High School, he complained 
to his haole social studies teacher about discrimination 
against Asians. The teacher replied, “Run for office and 
fix it.” “Ohhh, he put that bug in my head!” Matsunaga 
recalled. “He planted a seed in my brain. In everything I 
did I was building steps toward the U.S. Senate.”3 After 

graduating high school in 1933, Matsunaga briefly worked 
as a bookkeeper and then as a sales clerk to save money 
for college.4 He participated in Reserve Officers’ Training 
Corps (ROTC) while attending the University of Hawaii 
in Honolulu. After receiving his bachelor’s degree in 
education in 1941, his ROTC experience led him into  
the military.

Matsunaga’s military career proved to be a defining life 
experience. He joined the Hawaii National Guard before 
entering the U.S. Army as a second lieutenant. Matsunaga 
commanded a company on the island of Molokai when 
Japanese forces attacked Pearl Harbor on December 
7, 1941. Martial law was immediately declared, and 
Matsunaga took command of the island itself for several 
months. But after the Battle of Midway in June 1942, the 
Army removed Matsunaga from command and shipped 
him and other soldiers of Japanese descent to Camp 
McCoy in Monroe County, Wisconsin. “Oh, my heavens, 
that was a sad day,” Matsunaga later said.5 

At the camp, while the soldiers continued training, 
Matsunaga helped organize a petition to President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt to allow the troops to prove their loyalty in 
battle. In early 1943, the government relented and allowed 
the formation of the 100th Infantry Battalion and later 
the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, which entered 
combat in Italy. Matsunaga was wounded twice traversing 
a minefield, causing severe damage to his right leg. He was 
awarded the Bronze Star for his service in Italy before being 
released from active duty in 1945 at the close of the war.

After the war, Matsunaga officially changed his first 
name to Spark, but kept the name Masayuki.6 He took 
a job as a veteran’s counselor with the Department of 
the Interior for two years before joining the War Assets 
Administration as chief of the Priority Claims Division. He 
also lobbied Congress on behalf of disabled veterans like 
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himself. In 1948 he married Helene Hatsumi Tokunaga, 
with whom he had five children, Karen, Merle, Diane, 
Keene, and Matthew. Using the GI Bill, Matsunaga 
pursued a law degree at Harvard University in 1949. 
He graduated two years later and worked as an assistant 
prosecutor for the city and county of Honolulu before 
going into private practice in 1954.

Matsunaga made his entry onto the broader national 
stage while still in law school when, in 1950, he testified 
before the Senate Committee on Interior and Insular 
Affairs in favor of Hawaiian statehood. He cited the 
patriotism of Japanese-American World War II soldiers 
and said they deserved “full recognition for the supreme 
sacrifice which they made for us and our country.”7 
He returned to testify in 1954, once more sharing the 
perspective of a veteran. Later that year, he was elected 
to the territorial legislature of Hawaii in the Democratic 
revolution that swept Republicans out of control. He 
supported the successful abolition of the death penalty 
in Hawaii in 1957 and went on to serve as the territorial 
house majority leader in 1958.8

In 1959 Hawaii finally attained statehood after Delegate 
John Burns arranged a compromise admitting Alaska 
to the Union first. Matsunaga put his name forward for 
the position of lieutenant governor. However, Burns, 
the gubernatorial candidate and de facto head of the 
Democratic Party on the islands, had already handpicked 
fellow insider Mitsuyuki (Mits) Kido as his running mate. 
Matsunaga balked ; he asked why he had “risked his life in 
Europe with the 100th to come home and be told not to 
run for office.”9 He ran anyway and weathered the primary 
loss. Burns, meanwhile, remained in DC for much of the 
campaign and lost the governor’s race in a Republican 
landslide. Matsunaga returned to his law practice, but kept 
an eye on opportunities for national office.

That opportunity arrived in 1962, when Hawaiian 
Senator Oren Long declined to run for re-election. 
Representative Daniel Inouye ran for the vacant Senate 
seat, and redistricting doubled the number of Hawaiian 
congressional districts from one to two. Both seats were 
allotted At-Large in 1962 and were vacant, meaning 

Matsunaga could come in second overall but still serve in 
the House. Once again Democratic operatives pleaded with 
Matsunaga to reconsider, stating he was “upsetting the racial 
balance that had been so carefully worked out” for the ticket. 
Furious at the charge, Matsunaga took the issue head-on 
in the primaries and ended up polling the most votes of 
any Democrat.10 In the general election, he ran alongside 
Democrat Thomas P. Gill against Republicans Albert 
Evensen and Richard Sutton. Matsunaga received 123,599 
votes, only 50 fewer than Gill ; neither Republican candidate 
managed to attain more than 20 percent of the votes.

Upon entering the House in 1963, Matsunaga was 
appointed to the Agriculture Committee. He also sat 
on the Post Office and Civil Service Committee in the 
89th Congress (1965–1967) before gaining a spot on the 
powerful Rules Committee in 1967. Matsunaga’s seat on 
the Rules Committee was due to his personal friendship 
with Speaker John McCormack of Massachusetts. When 
asked whether he had cleared the appointment with 
incoming Rules Chairman William Colmer of Mississippi, 
McCormack scoffed, “Absolutely not. The Rules 
Committee is an arm of the leadership and the Speaker 
must have complete freedom to select those members on 
whose personal loyalty he can reasonably depend.”11 

Despite having no position of defined power on the 
committee, Matsunaga’s command of the House Rules 
ensured him significant influence over the process of 
lawmaking. He diluted the power of the chairman by 
shepherding a rule allowing the majority to call a meeting 
without the chairman’s consent. He frequently cosponsored 
legislation before it reached the Rules Committee, 
generating support from moderates on the committee 
who respected his views. He helped steer several major 
bills into laws this way, but he did not introduce much 
legislation himself. His expertise drew acclaim from 
House leadership. Majority Leader Hale Boggs noted in 
1971 that “it’s getting to the point where you have to 
see Sparky Matsunaga to get a bill passed around here.”12 
In 1976 he published a book with cowriter Ping Chen 
titled Rulemakers of the House, detailing the evolution of 
the Rules Committee. At one point during a re-election 
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campaign, Matsunaga defended the importance of his 
place on the Rules Committee : “The Civil Rights Act of 
1968 came out of this committee by an 8-7 vote. So did 
the Higher Education Act, the Vocational Education Act, 
the Federal Pay Raise Act, the Gun Control Act and others.  
You can see the importance of my one vote : Hawai‘i’s vote.”13

Matsunaga devoted much of his time and effort to 
Hawaiian interests, primarily the continuation of sugar 
subsidies for the island’s most important crop. Typically, 
a seat on the Rules Committee is an exclusive placement ; 
however, Matsunaga negotiated to retain his spot on 
the Agriculture Committee as well because he “[knew] 
a lot about sugar.” Matsunaga valued the committee 
membership highly, noting that “sugar is the life-blood 
of Hawaii.”14 Through his dual positions on Agriculture 
and Rules, Matsunaga was able to assert his influence in 
hearings for the Sugar Act Amendments of 1971, speeding 
its passage. Using his position on the Rules Committee, 
Matsunaga voted down rules that had the potential to 
limit sugar benefits on the island, and the bill passed the 
House under a closed rule on June 10. The Sugar Act 
Amendments of 1971 maintained favorable prices and 
quotas for Hawaiian sugar above the world market price, 
stimulating a key Hawaiian industry.15

Throughout his congressional career, Matsunaga 
tirelessly advocated for peace. In an assigned paper during 
his first year at the University of Hawaii, Matsunaga wrote, 
“If we want peace, we must first educate people to want 
peace. We must replace attitudes favorable to war with 
attitudes opposed to war.”16 He strongly supported foreign 
aid as a method of peaceful support to cooperating nations, 
including India, which he described as “the bulwark of 
democracy in the East.” Matsunaga argued that foreign aid, 
an unpopular bill in the House, was “a sound investment 
in our future security.”17

However, his stance on Vietnam waffled over the 
years. Shortly after joining the House of Representatives, 
Matsunaga was recommissioned as a lieutenant colonel 
in the Judge Advocate General’s Corps of the U.S. Army 
Reserve partially to show support for American troops.18 
For much of the conflict, he viewed the defense of the 

South Vietnamese government as a moral imperative 
and supported defense appropriations and the Lyndon 
B. Johnson administration’s decision to escalate U.S. 
involvement in the conflict. As the war dragged on under 
the Richard Nixon administration, however, Matsunaga 
added his voice to those calling for the war’s end. In 
early 1971, he offered one of the earliest resolutions for 
complete withdrawal of U.S. troops.19 On February 1, 
1971, he spoke in favor of his resolution (H. Con. Res. 
101), saying, “The war must end. Congress must move 
to reassert its constitutional responsibilities to ‘raise and 
support armies’ and to ‘declare war.’ ”20

Matsunaga had clashed with Nixon’s 1968 running 
mate over civil rights and treatment of Asian Americans. 
During the presidential election campaign, Republican 
vice presidential nominee Spiro Agnew casually referred 
to a Baltimore Sun reporter on his campaign jet as a “fat 
Jap.” Matsunaga decried it as a hateful episode, and though 
Agnew initially shrugged off the concerns as “desperate,”  
he publicly apologized days later.21 

Matsunaga often spoke in favor of and voted for civil 
rights legislation, though he resisted its more militant 
aspects. He waded into the 1964 Civil Rights Bill debate 
on the House Floor to clearly state, “American society can 
be true to itself … only as rights are accorded to every 
person because he is a person.”22 But both before and 
after passage of the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964 
Matsunaga warned against provoking civil disorder to 
further the cause of the movement, saying that African 
Americans should “exercise the patience of Job, and 
seek to remedy wrongs only through the peaceful means 
provided by the new law.”23 During the debate on the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965, Matsunaga more passionately 
assaulted the hypocrisy that civil rights legislation aimed 
to correct, noting, “It was not pure chance that under 
Thomas Jefferson’s able draftsmanship the Declaration of 
Independence should state that ‘all men are created equal.’ 
These were not hollow words.”24

While he occasionally restrained his fervor for the 
civil rights movement of the 1960s, he never wavered 
in his effort to restore dignity to Japanese Americans 
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wronged during World War II internment. In 1971 he 
introduced H.R. 234 to repeal Title II of the Internal 
Security Act of 1950, an act with similar provisions to 
the executive order that had enabled the United States to 
detain 120,000 Japanese Americans during World War 
II without due process. The Internal Security Act, also 
known as the McCarran Act after its sponsor, Senator Pat 
McCarran of Nevada, had been enacted over President 
Harry Truman’s veto. Matsunaga first introduced his 
repeal bill in 1969 with Representative Chet Holifield of 
California as a cosponsor. At the time, Matsunaga insisted 
the provision “violates the constitutional guarantees and 
judicial traditions that are basic to our American way of 
life.” Despite considerable support, opponents managed 
to refer the bill to the Committee on Internal Security, 
the successor of the House Un-American Activities 
Committee, where it languished.

When the pair reintroduced the bill in the 92nd 
Congress (1971–1973), Matsunaga used his position on 
the Rules Committee to have his bill considered before 
a competing, less effective proposal from Representative 
Richard Ichord, a conservative Democrat from Missouri 
who chaired the Internal Security Committee. Ichord’s bill 
would have continued the threat of denying due process 
to those accused of subversive activities. Matsunaga’s 
compromise forced Ichord’s bill to a vote as an amendment 
to his own. In debate, opponents argued that the provision 
had never been used and Representative Allen Smith of 
California declared the bill “much ado about nothing.” 
Representative Joe Evins of Tennessee, floor manager for 
Matsunaga’s bill, came out swinging by denouncing Title 
II as allowing concentration camps on American soil. 
Ichord’s amendment failed, 272 to 124 ; H.R. 234 then 
overwhelmingly passed the House, 356 to 49. The Senate 
passed the bill by unanimous consent two days later, and 
President Nixon signed it into law on September 25, 1971.25 

After his first election, Matsunaga campaigned on 
his experience and the value of maintaining a strong 
veteran’s voice in Congress for Hawaii. His brochures 
declared “In the forefront for Hawaii and the Nation,” 
“Keep Hawaii Strong in Congress,” and “Spark’s rise to 

national prominence has been phenomenal.” The strategy 
worked, winning Matsunaga overwhelming victories in 
each election after 1962.26 In 1964, Representative Thomas 
Gill unsuccessfully challenged Republican Senator Hiram 
L. Fong, and state senator Patsy Mink won his spot as 
Hawaii’s junior Representative. Matsunaga and Mink 
continued to represent Hawaii At-Large until 1970, when 
the two seats were assigned defined districts. Matsunaga 
took the district representing urban Honolulu as well as 
the northwestern Hawaiian islands.

In 1976 Senator Fong announced his retirement. 
Both Matsunaga and Mink jumped to announce their 
candidacies to fill the vacant seat. Both candidates attracted 
fervent support across Hawaii, and experts predicted a 
close race in the October primary. Ultimately, Matsunaga 
won with 55 percent of the vote.27 The brief general 
election campaign pitted Matsunaga against former 
Republican Governor William Quinn. Quinn had been 
out of politics for some time and had lost recognition 
among an electorate that tilted more Democratic than it 
had two decades prior. Matsunaga won 54 percent of the 
vote, amassing a comfortable 40,000-vote margin. Once 
established in the Senate, he returned to his well-practiced 
method of touting his experience and clout on Capitol 
Hill. His victories were much larger in his re-election 
campaigns in 1982 and 1988, when he won 80 and 77 
percent of the vote, respectively.28

Reflecting on his arrival in the Senate in 1977, 
Matsunaga later joked, “I felt very uneasy, very out of 
place. Everybody else was running for president.”29 Still, he 
made his mark early. As a freshman, he cast the deciding 
vote in the Democratic caucus to elect Senator Robert 
Byrd of West Virginia as Majority Leader. As a reward, 
Matsunaga was quickly moved from his early provisional 
appointments on the Commerce and Foreign Relations 
Committees and granted a seat on the powerful Finance 
Committee.30 He was also appointed to the Energy and 
Natural Resources Committee and the Committee on 
Veterans’ Affairs, although he left Energy and Natural 
Resources for the Committee on Labor and Human 
Resources in the 98th Congress (1983–1985).31
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The Senate marked a change for Matsunaga in more 
ways than one. Fong had retired in part because he 
grew tired of the long hours. Matsunaga embraced the 
workload as he adapted to the culture of the Senate. 
Despite his ceaseless commitment to the job, he developed 
a reputation for his good nature among his colleagues and 
his constituents. He became famous for showing visiting 
constituents around the Capitol and treating them to 
lunch in the Senate Dining Room. After his death, the 
Senate named the center table after him to mark the spot 
where he so often entertained Hawaiian visitors.32 

Matsunaga first experienced being in the minority 
party during his years in the Senate when Republicans 
regained control of that body in 1981, riding the coattails 
of President Ronald Reagan’s election. During this 
period, Matsunaga grew more partisan but maintained 
his amiability. Weeks after reluctantly voting to confirm 
Alexander Haig as President Reagan’s Secretary of State, 
Matsunaga attended a White House reception for the 
visiting Japanese prime minister. Despite his best efforts, 
the Senator found himself lumped in with the Japanese 
delegation as they were shuffled along the presidential 
receiving line. Secretary Haig shook Matsunaga’s hand 
and asked if he spoke English. “Yes, Mr. Secretary, I do,” 
Matsunaga replied in a deadpan, “and I had the honor of 
voting for your confirmation the other day.”33

Matsunaga spent much of his first term mastering 
the rhythms of the Senate and forging a cooperative 
relationship with the senior Senator from Hawaii, Daniel 
Inouye. They worked closely on legislation important to 
Hawaii, but each maintained their own legislative focus. 
Matsunaga added interests in space exploration, alternative 
energy, and cultural development to his agenda. At the 
same time, he continued to campaign on behalf of civil 
rights for Japanese Americans and broader peace initiatives.

Early in his second term, Matsunaga finally achieved a 
long-sought goal : the establishment of the United States 
Institute of Peace. He submitted a bill (S. 564) in 1983 to 
found an Academy of Peace for undergraduates to study 
the art of diplomacy and peaceful negotiation. More 
than 140 bills had been introduced during the previous 

half-century calling for some sort of agency dedicated 
to peace.34 Matsunaga had submitted several similar 
proposals since entering Congress in 1962. S. 564 garnered 
51 cosponsors and seemed bound for passage, but was 
repeatedly held up in various committees, where it was 
redesigned to be a grant-making institution. 

After suffering a heart attack on January 4, 1984, 
Matsunaga redoubled his efforts to create his Academy 
of Peace. He asked Oregon Senator Mark Hatfield, 
chairman of the Appropriations Committee, to submit 
the United States Institute of Peace Act as Title XVII of 
the defense appropriations bill. Hatfield steadfastly backed 
the amendment, which carried it through committee.35 
Codified in Public Law 98-525, the institute established a 
nonprofit corporation with federal funding, an appointed 
board of directors, and the mission to distribute grants, 
hold conferences, and award the newly minted Medal 
of Peace.36 The Institute of Peace was not the academy 
Matsunaga had originally envisioned, but it carried a 
mandate to foster peace research in other academic and 
diplomatic institutions across the nation.

Matsunaga was also taken with emerging technologies, 
focusing on space exploration and alternative energy 
sources. While the latter appealed mainly to his love of 
science, the former tied directly to his tireless efforts for 
peace. In 1986 he published his second book titled The 
Mars Project : Journeys Beyond the Cold War, advocating 
cooperation with the Soviet Union to explore the red 
planet. He was moved to write the book as the Reagan 
administration pushed the ballistic missile defense system, 
better known as “Star Wars.” Matsunaga addressed the 
salience of focusing on space exploration at that moment, 
saying, “They may think I’m out of this world, but one 
of the objectives I had in mind was to offer something 
positive in lieu of ‘Star Wars’ because ‘Star Wars’ can only 
lead to our mutual destruction.”37 

Matsunaga was one of the earliest proponents of an 
international space station, introducing a resolution (S. 
Res. 488) in favor of its development in 1982. “Space—the 
last and most expansive frontier—will be what we make 
it,” he wrote in a 1982 editorial.38 In 1984 Matsunaga 
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sponsored another resolution (S.J. Res. 236) in favor of 
U.S.-Soviet space cooperation ; this one passed the House 
and Senate and gained Reagan’s signature. Studies were 
launched to address the feasibility of manned spaceflight 
to Mars. Matsunaga also suggested turning the manned 
spaceflight program over to the U.S. Air Force, citing the 
Challenger disaster as evidence that NASA had become 
“overburdened.”39 The International Space Station 
eventually became a reality in 1998, when the first 
components were launched for the joint operation.

Another of Matsunaga’s longtime goals came to fruition 
in 1985, when he helped create the U.S. poet laureate 
position at the Library of Congress. Matsunaga was an 
amateur poet himself. During Japanese Prime Minister 
Yasuhiro Nakasone’s visit in 1986, Nakasone praised 
the cherry blossoms at a congressional lunch. Inspired, 
Matsunaga spontaneously stood and formed a haiku : 
“Cherry blossoms bloom. Washington is beautified. East 
and West do meet.”40 

In late 1985, he cosponsored the Arts, Humanities, and 
Museums Amendments of 1985 along with Republican 
Senator William Cohen of Maine. This bill (S. 1264) 
introduced a compromise that combined the position of 
poet laureate with that of the poetry consultant to the 
Library of Congress. In floor debate on October 3, 1985, 
Matsunaga claimed that the United States was behind 
the times, noting the existence of the position in other 
developed nations across Europe. He also spoke of poetry’s 
cross-sectional appeal : “It is my hope that the work of 
the future poet laureate … will also reflect our Nation’s 
great diversity—its multiethnic, multicultural, multiracial 
heritage, its strength and compassion, and its democratic 
idealism.”41 The bill passed both chambers by voice vote 
within a week of each other and became law on December 
20, 1985. Robert Penn Warren was chosen as the nation’s 
first poet laureate in early 1986.

The legislation Matsunaga viewed as his crowning 
achievement came very late in his career. In 1988 working 
with Representative Robert Matsui of California, among 
others, Matsunaga obtained redress for Japanese Americans 
who had been interned during World War II. Like many 

of his major accomplishments, this legislation took years 
to achieve. Matsunaga began lobbying for reparations 
in earnest shortly after joining the Senate in 1979.42 He 
cosponsored Senator Inouye’s bill (S. 1647) in August 
1979, establishing the Commission on Wartime Relocation 
and Internment of Civilians, which proceeded to conduct a 
prolonged study of the effects of internment during World 
War II. “The proposed study would finally make all the 
facts known and would allow Congress to decide whether 
any further action should be taken to compensate victims 
of the wartime relocation policy,” Matsunaga explained just 
before the bill passed by voice vote. 

The commission appointed by Congress published 
a report in 1983 titled Personal Justice Denied, which 
described internment as a product of “race prejudice, 
war hysteria and a failure of political leadership” and 
recommended redress payments to the victims and 
families.43 Shortly after the commission started, however, 
the Senate changed hands and Republicans blocked any 
legislation based on the commission’s report.

By 1987 Democrats had retaken the Senate and once 
more held both houses of Congress. Throughout the 100th 
Congress (1987–1989), Matsunaga became a man on a 
mission, working alongside the American Civil Liberties 
Union to approach each Member one by one and assert 
the need for reparations. In January 1987, Majority Leader 
Tom Foley of Washington introduced H.R. 442 calling 
for redress. Matsunaga and Inouye both testified before 
the House committees considering the legislation. Just 
before the Easter holiday on April 10, Matsunaga rose in 
the Senate chamber to report the long-awaited findings of 
the commission, declaring, “Perhaps the most traumatic 
experience, the one thing that has haunted Americans of 
Japanese ancestry for 45 years, was the stigma of being cast 
as disloyal to their own beloved country, the United States 
of America.”44 On September 17, 1987, the House passed 
H.R. 442 in a 236 to 137 bipartisan vote.

Despite the success in the House, progress stalled on 
Matsunaga’s Senate version of the bill (S. 1009). The 
proponents of the legislation began a concerted effort 
to talk down threats of filibuster from conservative 
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opponents, specifically Senator Jesse Helms of North 
Carolina, who objected to paying $20,000 to “Japanese.” 
Matsunaga assured him that only Americans who 
happened to be of Japanese descent were involved, and 
Helms temporarily relented.45 After obtaining support 
from the Reagan administration in early 1988, formal 
debate finally began on April 19. Senator John Glenn of 
Ohio introduced the bill and commended Matsunaga on 
his single-minded pursuit of its passage, saying, “He has 
been a real bird dog on this one.”46 Matsunaga thanked 
Glenn and said, “This bill provides a long overdue remedy 
for one of the worst violations of individuals’ civil liberties 
in our nation’s history. Passage of this bill removes a big 
blot on the Constitution … [by] bringing about personal 
justice which had been denied by our own government to 
our own citizens.”47 

Senator Helms tried one final time to upend the bill, 
introducing an amendment seeking compensation from 
the Japanese government for the families of those killed 
at Pearl Harbor before awarding reparations to Japanese 
Americans. That amendment failed spectacularly, 91 to 
4, after Matsunaga pointed out its false logic. Afterward, 
Matsunaga brought up H.R. 442, which had already 
passed the House, and asked that the text following the 
enacting clause be replaced with the substance of his bill. 
The symbolism of that bill number was lost on no one, as 
it invoked the all-Japanese-American 442nd Regimental 
Combat Team in World War II. The bill, which spread 
$1.3 billion in reparations over five years, passed, 69 to 27, 
on April 20, 1988. 

Reparations began in late 1990, but Spark Matsunaga 
did not have long to celebrate that achievement.48 The 
Senator fell ill in early 1990 with prostate cancer. His 
condition deteriorated quickly. He cast his final vote on 
April 3 from a wheelchair, unable to speak.49 Hawaiian 
newspapers called for his resignation, intimating that he 
might be unable to properly represent the interests of the 
state.50 Matsunaga waved off the concerns as “trying to 
make a decision a little too soon.”51 

While seeking treatment in Toronto, Matsunaga died 
on April 15, 1990. He lay in state in the Hawaiian capitol 

rotunda before his ashes were interred in Punchbowl 
National Cemetery in Honolulu. The United States 
Institute of Peace he had fought so long to create was 
renamed the Spark M. Matsunaga Institute for Peace and 
Conflict Resolution shortly after his death on Inouye’s 
suggestion. Speaking at his funeral, Senate Majority Leader 
George Mitchell of Maine said of him, “Most of all, Spark 
Matsunaga loved his country enough to make it right when 
it was wrong.”52
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“American society can  
be true to itself … only  
as rights are accorded  
to every person because  

he is a person.”

Spark M. Matsunaga 
Congressional Record, February 10, 1964
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Patsy Takemoto Mink
1927–2002 

UNITE D STATES REPRESENTATIVE 19 65–1977 ;  19 9 0–20 02

DEMO CRAT FROM HAWAII

P atsy Takemoto Mink, the first woman of color 
elected to Congress, participated in the passage of 
much of the 1960s Great Society legislation during 

the first phase of her congressional career. After a long 
hiatus, Mink returned to the House in the 1990s as an 
ardent defender of the social welfare state at a time when 
much of the legislation she had helped establish was being 
rolled back. As a veteran politician who had a significant 
impact on the nation during both stints in the U.S. 
House of Representatives, Mink’s legislative approach was 
premised on the belief that representation extended beyond 
the borders of one’s congressional district. “You were not 
elected to Congress, in my interpretation of things, to 
represent your district, period,” she once noted. “You are 
national legislators.”1

Patsy Matsu Takemoto was born in Paia, Hawaii 
Territory, on December 6, 1927, one of two children 
raised by Suematsu Takemoto, a civil engineer, and 
Mitama Tateyama Takemoto. She graduated from Maui 
High School in 1944 as class president and valedictorian 
and went on to attend Wilson College in Chambersburg, 
Pennsylvania, and the University of Nebraska at Lincoln 
before graduating with a BA in zoology and chemistry 
from the University of Hawaii in 1948. Mink originally 
planned to pursue a medical degree, but turned to law 
school after several medical schools turned down her 
application. Three years later, she earned a JD from the 
University of Chicago Law School, the first Hawaiian nisei 
woman to do so. In 1951 she married John Francis Mink, 
a graduate student in geology at the university. The couple 
had one child, a daughter named Gwendolyn, and moved 
to Honolulu. Facing discrimination from bigger firms due 
to her interracial marriage, Patsy T. Mink went into private 
law practice and lectured on business law at the University 
of Hawaii.2 In 1954 Mink founded the Oahu Young 

Democrats and worked as an attorney for the territorial 
house of representatives in 1955. Mink won election to 
that body in 1956 and 1958 before winning a seat in the 
territorial senate, where she served from 1958 to 1959. 

In 1959, when Hawaii achieved statehood, Mink set 
her sights on the new state’s lone At-Large seat in the U.S. 
House of Representatives and began to campaign for the 
post. Hawaii’s Delegate and Democratic “boss,” John 
Burns, remained in Washington, DC, until June, when he 
suddenly began working behind the scenes to rearrange 
the Democratic ballot to his liking. He convinced Daniel 
K. Inouye to abandon his Senate campaign and file for 
the House seat instead, frustrating Mink’s efforts and 
forcing a primary. Though Mink was also one of Burns’s 
protégés, she frequently broke with party leadership in the 
territorial legislature. Throughout her career, Mink never 
had a warm relationship with the state leaders of her party ; 
she attributed their lack of support to her unwillingness 
to allow the party to influence her political agenda.3 
Additionally, Burns viewed Inouye as his successor, and the 
two worked together atop the state Democratic Party for 
many years. The famously liberal International Longshore 
and Warehouse Union switched their endorsement from 
Mink to Inouye, who won by a 2 to 1 margin in the 
primary, leaving Mink to focus on her legal career.4 Mink 
returned to politics in 1962, winning a seat in the Hawaii 
state senate, where she served from 1962 to 1964 and 
eventually chaired the education committee. 

In 1964, after reapportionment created a second seat 
for Hawaii in the U.S. House, Mink again mounted 
a grassroots campaign that relied on a staff of unpaid 
volunteers ; her husband, John, served as her campaign 
manager, “principal sounding board,” and “in-house 
critic.”5 She ran without the blessing of the state 
Democratic Party leadership, raising campaign funds 
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largely in small individual contributions. Mink barely 
edged out two other Democrats in the October primary 
to secure her spot on the ballot alongside Spark M. 
Matsunaga, Daniel Inouye’s successor in the House. Mink 
stressed her independence in the general election even 
as many Democrats arranged deals to support one of 
the Republican nominees to defeat her.6 With help from 
President Lyndon B. Johnson’s landslide victory in the 
presidential race, Mink and Matsunaga were elected as the 
state’s two At-Large Representatives. In a four-way race, she 
received 27 percent of the total to become the first Asian-
American woman and just the second woman from Hawaii 
to serve in Congress. 

In her subsequent five campaigns for re-election, Mink 
faced a number of difficult primaries in which the local 
Democratic Party tried to oust her, twice by running 
women candidates, which Mink interpreted as an effort 
to deprive her of the gender issue.7 She proved a durable 
candidate in the general elections, however, despite being 
viewed initially as a presidential coattail rider. In 1966 
and 1968, in a four-way race for the two House seats, she 
garnered slightly more than 34 percent of the vote. In the 
1966 race, she collected more votes than any of the other 
three candidates. In 1970 Hawaii was divided into two 
congressional districts. Representing the outer islands and 
suburban Oahu, Mink began traveling back to her district 
every other week to combat the notion that she was a 
purely national figure with little interest in the local needs 
of her constituents. The configuration of the new district 
also forced Mink to shift her campaigning methods, since 
she could no longer rely on the Honolulu media market to 
spread her message.8 Her efforts paid off, however ; Mink 
ran unopposed in 1970 and won 53 percent of the vote in 
1972 and 63 percent in 1974.9 

In the House, Mink successfully sought a seat on the 
Committee on Education and Labor, on which she served 
from the 89th Congress (1965–1967) through the 94th 
Congress (1975–1977). In her second term, she also joined 
the Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs and, in the 
93rd (1973–1975) and 94th Congresses, served on the 
Budget Committee. 

Mink’s committee assignments allowed her to 
concentrate on the same issues that had been the focus 
of her attention in the Hawaii legislature. Among the 
education acts Mink introduced or sponsored in the 
U.S. House were the first childcare bill and legislation 
establishing bilingual education, student loans, special 
education, professional sabbaticals for teachers, and Head 
Start. Starting in 1967, she also put significant effort 
into passing a bill to institute a national daycare system 
to support low-income households. The Comprehensive 
Child Development Act was folded into the Economic 
Opportunity Act (S. 2007) in 1971. But it failed to 
become law, in part, because opponents objected that it 
offered too many incentives for mothers to work outside 
the home and that it promoted a “communal” approach 
to rearing children. Though the Economic Opportunity 
Act passed both houses of Congress, President Richard M. 
Nixon vetoed it in December 1971.10 Mink later called 
the bill’s failure “one of the real disappointments” of her 
political career.11 

Mink maintained a focus on national issues, especially 
those affecting Asian Pacific Americans (APA) and the 
Pacific region. She fought to preserve family reunification 
provisions in several proposed immigration reform bills 
and worked alongside Representative Matsunaga to educate 
Americans about the internment of Japanese Americans 
during World War II.12 As a member of the Interior and 
Insular Affairs Committee, she supported the economic 
and political development of the Trust Territory of the 
Pacific Islands. As chair of the Subcommittee on Mines 
and Mining, she helped author the landmark Surface 
Mining Control and Reclamation Act of 1975, and in 
the following year helped to pass a major overhaul of the 
Mineral Leasing Act of 1920. The House failed to override 
President Gerald R. Ford’s veto of the Surface Mining 
Control and Reclamation Act, though a similar measure 
was eventually signed into law in 1977.

During the Johnson presidency, Mink strongly 
supported the administration’s domestic programs that 
were part of the Great Society legislation, but she was a 
critic of America’s increasing involvement in the Vietnam 

42940_07-APA-MP2.indd   360 2/13/2018   11:58:52 AM



FORMER MEMBERS  |  1957–1992  H  361  

H  patsy takemoto mink  H

War. In September 1967, she refused to support the 
President’s request for an income tax increase because she 
feared that the new revenues would be used for military 
action rather than the expansion of social programs. It 
was, she said, like “administering aspirin to a seriously ill 
patient who needs major surgery.”13 If inflation threatened 
the economy, she suggested, the administration should 
raise taxes on big business and not just the average working 
taxpayers.14 In April 1972, she cosponsored Massachusetts 
Representative Michael Harrington’s concurrent resolution 
(H. Con. Res. 589) calling for an immediate termination 
of military activity in Vietnam, but the House took no 
action on it. Her views clashed with those of the three 
other Members of the Hawaii congressional delegation as 
well as with those of many of her constituents in a state 
with a heavy military presence. Years later, however, Mink 
recalled, “It was such a horrible thought to have this war 
that it really made no difference to me that I had a military 
constituency. It was a case of living up to my own views 
and my own conscience. If I was defeated for it, that’s 
the way it had to be. There was no way in which I could 
compromise my views on how I felt about it.”15

Mink also advocated many women’s issues in Congress, 
including equal rights. One of her great legislative 
triumphs was the Women’s Educational Equity Act, 
passed as part of a comprehensive education bill in 1974. 
It provided $30 million a year in educational funds for 
programs to promote gender equity in schools, to increase 
educational and job opportunities for women, and to 
excise gender stereotypes from textbooks and school 
curricula. She realized early in her House career that 
“because there were only eight women at the time who 
were Members of Congress, that I had a special burden 
to bear to speak for [all women], because they didn’t 
have people who could express their concerns for them 
adequately. So, I always felt that we were serving a dual 
role in Congress, representing our own districts and, at 
the same time, having to voice the concerns of the total 
population of women in the country.”16

Working with Representative Edith Green of Oregon 
and Senator Birch Bayh of Indiana, Mink built critical 

support for Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 
(S. 659), which barred sexual discrimination in institutions 
receiving federal funds and opened up opportunities for 
women in athletics. Though the broad strokes of the 
legislation were relatively noncontroversial at passage, the 
House and Senate worked for several months to hammer out 
more than 250 differences—11 of which dealt specifically 
with sexual discrimination—between their bills.17

As enforcement of Title IX took effect, the full 
ramifications of the act became clear and many supporters 
of public school men’s sports programs objected to it, 
believing that their funding was being cut in favor of 
women’s sports under the new statute. In 1975 opponents 
filed an amendment to the appropriations bill (H.R. 5901) 
for the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 
that would exempt school athletics from Title IX. Despite 
heavy lobbying by Mink, the amendment survived the 
House version of the bill. After the Senate struck the 
amendment in conference, the House faced a tight vote on 
whether to stand by its position. Just before voting, Mink 
received an emergency call informing her that her daughter 
had been in a life-threatening car accident in Upstate 
New York. Mink rushed to her daughter’s side while the 
voting commenced, ultimately ending in a narrow 212 
to 211 victory for Title IX opponents. When newspapers 
characterized Mink’s tearful exit as a result of the vote, 
her allies leapt to the Congresswoman’s defense. Speaker 
Carl Albert of Oklahoma and Representative Daniel Flood 
of Pennsylvania explained the circumstances of Mink’s 
absence the following legislative day, and the House voted 
to “recede and concur” with the Senate, with Mink in 
attendance. Mink’s daughter (and Title IX) survived.18

Mink garnered national attention for her fervent 
support of liberal causes. In 1971 she received an  
invitation from Oregon Democrats to appear on the 
Democratic presidential primary ballot in that state in 
order to draw attention to the anti-war movement. Mink 
committed to the symbolism of her place in the race with 
seven weekend visits to Oregon. “My candidacy offers a 
real and tangible alternative,” she said, “based—if any one 
word can be singled out—on humanism.” Ultimately, 
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Mink received only 2 percent of the vote and withdrew her 
candidacy afterward. However, she continued to receive 
votes in Wisconsin and Maryland even after she had  
ceased campaigning.19

In 1976, passing up a bid for what would have been 
certain re-election to a seventh term in the House, Mink 
sought the Democratic nomination for a seat in the U.S. 
Senate. She lost the nomination to fellow House Member 
Spark Matsunaga.20 Her supporters criticized Mink for not 
running a more aggressive campaign, but Mink insisted 
she had been running for the nomination and not against 
Matsunaga, a respected colleague.21 She remained active 
in politics, serving as Assistant Secretary of State for 
Oceans and International Environmental and Scientific 
Affairs from 1977 to 1978. For the next three years, she 
was president of the Americans for Democratic Action, 
a liberal political lobbying organization founded in 1947 
by an array of scholars, activists, and politicians.22 Mink 
returned to Hawaii and was elected to the Honolulu city 
council, serving there from 1983 to 1987 (from 1983 to 
1985 as its chair). She ran unsuccessfully for governor in 
1986 and then for mayor of Honolulu in 1988. “Life is  
not based on being an elected politician,” she said during 
this period. “Politics is a constant involvement in the  
day-to-day working of society as a whole, one part of 
which is government.”23

Despite these electoral setbacks, Mink kept her sights 
set on returning to public office. An opportunity to return 
to Congress arose in 1990 when Hawaiian Governor John 
Waihee III appointed Representative Daniel Akaka to 
replace the recently deceased Senator Matsunaga. Mink 
announced her intention to seek both the Democratic 
nominations for the special election to fill Akaka’s vacancy 
and the November general election for the new term 
in the 102nd Congress (1991–1993), though she was 
not the party’s choice in either case. Hawaii Democratic 
Party leaders backed Mufi Hannemann, whose youth 
and business connections they found appealing. Mink 
countered by using the campaign slogan “The Experience 
of a Lifetime,” a message that resonated with Hawaiian 
voters who tended to prioritize seniority and expertise 

in their representatives. Both the special election and 
the primary for the new term were held on September 
22, 1990, and Mink edged out her nearest competitor, 
Hannemann, in both contests by less than 3 percent.24 She 
easily won the November general election to the full term 
in the 102nd Congress and was re-elected comfortably to 
five subsequent terms with winning percentages ranging 
from a high of 73 percent in 1992 to a low of 60 percent 
in 1996.25

Mink was once again appointed to the Committee on 
Education and Labor (later Education and the Workforce) 
and also was assigned to the Government Operations 
(later Government Reform) Committee. During the 103rd 
Congress (1993–1995), she was on the Natural Resources 
and Budget Committees, serving on the latter through the 
105th Congress (1997–1999). 

Mink continued to pursue legislative reform in health 
care and education. Believing that voters cared more about 
quality health coverage than any other domestic issue, she 
advocated a universal health care plan that would allow 
people of all economic backgrounds to receive medical 
treatment. Mink combined two of her long-standing 
interests when she cosponsored the Gender Equity Act in 
1993. Disturbed that gender discrimination still persisted 
in the United States 20 years after the passage of Title IX, 
Mink asserted that targeting gender bias in elementary 
and secondary education would help reduce inequalities 
between the sexes. She told the House, “We must assure 
that schools all across this country implement and integrate 
into their curriculum, policies, goals, programs, activities, 
and initiatives to achieve educational equity for women 
and girls.”26 Mink continued to crusade for women’s rights 
by cochairing the Democratic Women’s Caucus in 1995.

In May 1994, Mink joined Representative Norman 
Mineta of California and other colleagues in forming 
the Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus. “We 
have felt that we have not been consulted on important 
steps taken by this administration and ones in the past,” 
Mink declared. With so few APA Members of Congress, 
the caucus welcomed Representatives and Senators as 
full members, regardless of ethnicity, as long as they 
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represented a district with a large APA constituency.27 
Mink won election as chairwoman of the caucus when 
Mineta resigned from Congress the following year, and she 
served in that capacity through 1997.28

Throughout her political career, Mink remained true 
to her liberal ideals. Previously in the majority both in her 
party affiliation and her political ideology, she often found 
herself in the minority during her second stretch in the 
House. During the 1990s, Mink expended considerable 
effort opposing conservative legislation that challenged 
the agenda she had promoted in the 1960s and 1970s. An 
outspoken critic of the welfare overhaul legislation that the 
Republican-led Congress and the William J. (Bill) Clinton 
administration agreed upon in 1996, Mink exclaimed, 
“Throwing people off welfare and forcing them to take 
the lowest-paying jobs in the community has created a 
misery index for millions.”29 As Ranking Member of the 
Education and the Workforce Subcommittee on Oversight 
and Investigations during the 105th Congress, Mink 
butted heads with conservative Republicans regarding a 
proposed $1.4 million investigation of alleged fraud within 
the Teamsters union. As a loyal supporter of organized 
labor, Mink accused Republican leadership of sponsoring 
a “fishing expedition” that wasted “taxpayers’ money for 
sheer partisan political purposes.”30

After the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, 
Mink also raised concerns about the establishment of 
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in 2002. 
Created in response to the perceived failures of various U.S. 
intelligence agencies to uncover plots against the homeland, 
DHS was charged with preventing further domestic 
terrorist strikes. Mink feared the sprawling new agency 
might undermine civil liberties by violating the privacy of 
American citizens in the name of national security. In favor 
of full disclosure of government attempts to safeguard the 
nation from international threats, she proposed that no 
secrets be kept from the public.31 “She had already been 
through that as a Japanese American, seeing people put into 
detention camps on the basis of what they supposedly were 
as opposed to what they had actually done,” said fellow 
Hawaii Representative Neil Abercrombie.32

On September 28, 2002, after a month-long 
hospitalization with pneumonia, Patsy T. Mink died in 
Honolulu, Hawaii. Her name remained on the November 
ballot, and she was re-elected by a wide margin. Democrat 
Ed Case defeated Patsy Mink’s husband and more than 30 
other candidates in the special election to succeed her in 
the remainder of the 107th Congress (2001–2003) and 
later won election to the 108th Congress (2003–2005).33 
Shortly after Mink’s death, John Boehner of Ohio, 
chairman of the Education and the Workforce Committee, 
reflected upon Mink’s congressional service : “Patsy Mink 
was a vibrant, passionate, and effective voice for the 
principles she believed in. Her passing is a significant loss 
for our committee, the people of Hawaii and the people of 
the United States.”34 Norman Y. Mineta, her colleague and 
a co-founder of the Congressional Asian Pacific American 
Caucus, called Mink “an American hero, a leader and a 
trailblazer who made an irreplaceable mark in the fabric of 
our country.”35

FOR FURTHER READING
Davidson, Sue. Jeannette Rankin and Patsy Takemoto Mink : A Heart in 
Politics (Seattle, WA : Seal Press, 1994). 

Mink, Patsy T., “Energy and Environment : Which is Undermining 
Which?” Natural Resources Lawyer 9 (1976) : 19–39. 

U.S. Association of Former Members of Congress, Patsy T. Mink, Oral 
History Interview (1979), Manuscript Room, Library of Congress, 
Washington, DC.

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION
Library of Congress Manuscript Division (Washington, DC). Papers : 
1883–2005 (bulk 1953–2002), 1,530 linear feet. The papers of Patsy 
T. Mink contain correspondence, memoranda, writings, speeches, 
notes, interviews, questionnaires, legislative files, testimony, casework, 
law practice client files, court documents, statements, press releases, 
appointment books, scheduling files, travel itineraries, campaign 
files, card files, biographical material, student papers, family papers, 
scrapbooks, news clippings, printed matter, awards and honors, political 
ephemera, maps, photographs, and other papers relating chiefly to 
Mink’s service in the U.S. House of Representatives. Subjects include 
gender equity, Title IX, Women’s Educational Equity Act, education, 
women’s rights, welfare, environment, U.S. territories in the Pacific, 
Asian-American affairs, consumer affairs, civil rights, labor, immigration, 
health care, Vietnam, and nuclear weapons testing. The collection also 

42940_07-APA-MP2.indd   363 2/13/2018   11:58:52 AM



364  H   ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

H  patsy takemoto mink  H

documents Mink’s private law practice in Honolulu, involvement in 
Hawaii and national Democratic politics, service in Hawaii’s territorial 
and state legislatures, activities as Assistant Secretary of State for Oceans 
and International Environmental and Scientific Affairs. Her work as 
president of Americans for Democratic Action and chairmanship of the 
Honolulu city council also are represented. A finding aid is available in 
the repository. 
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“I always felt that we  
were serving a dual role  

in Congress, representing 
our own districts and,  

at the same time, having  
to voice the concerns  

of the total population  
of women in the country.”

Patsy Takemoto Mink 
oral history interview, 1979
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Antonio Borja Won Pat
1908–1987 

DELEGATE 1973–1985

DEMO CRAT FROM GUAM

T he son of an immigrant from Hong Kong, 
Antonio Borja Won Pat’s long political career 
culminated in his election as the first Territorial 

Delegate from Guam—where “America’s day begins,” a 
reference to the small, Pacific island’s location across the 
international dateline. Known as “Pat” on Guam and 
“Tony” among his congressional colleagues, Won Pat’s 
small-in-stature and soft-spoken nature belied his ability 
to craft alliances with powerful House Democrats and use 
his committee work to guide federal money towards and 
protect local interests in Guam.1 It was these skills and 
his close relationship with Phillip Burton of California, a 
powerful figure on the House Interior and Insular Affairs 
Committee, that helped Won Pat become the first Territorial 
Delegate to chair a subcommittee. “To speak of Tony 
Won Pat’s life … is to recall the very history of Guam,” 
noted American Samoan Delegate Fofó I. F. Sunia, who 
memorialized Won Pat on the House Floor after his death. 
“Every major political accomplishment of the last quarter 
century in Guam bears Mr. Won Pat’s valuable imprint.”2

Antonio Borja Won Pat was born in Sumay, Guam, 
on December 10, 1908, to Maria Soriano Borja and 
Ignacio Won Pat. According to census records, he had at 
least two brothers, Vicente and Francisco.3 Ignacio Won 
Pat was of Chinese heritage, originally from Hong Kong, 
and had come to Guam with the U.S. Navy to serve as a 
cook.4 Later, as a member of the House Armed Services 
Committee, Won Pat made note of his family history. “And 
here I am tinkering with parts of the U.S. Navy budget,” 
he observed.5 Won Pat graduated from the Intermediate 
School in Agana, Guam, in 1925. He married a native 
Guamanian (known locally as a Chamorro), Ana Salas 
Perez, and they had eight children.6 

Won Pat worked as a teacher at a school (later known as 
the Dyer School) in Piti, Guam, and then became principal 

at the Maxwell School in Sumay, where he worked until 
1940. He was teaching at George Washington High School 
when Japan invaded Guam in December 1941. Following 
the war, Won Pat left teaching and organized the Guam 
Commercial Corporation, a group of wholesale and retail 
sellers. In his new career as a businessman, he became 
president of the Guam Junior Chamber of Commerce.

Won Pat’s political career also pre-dated the Second 
World War. He was elected to the advisory Guam congress 
in 1936 and served until it was disbanded when war 
broke out. After the war, Won Pat helped organize the 
Commercial Party of Guam—the island’s first political 
party. Won Pat served as speaker of the first Guam 
Assembly in 1948 and was re-elected to the post four 
times. The Commercial Party evolved into the Popular 
Party in 1950 and then became the Democratic Party of 
Guam in 1960. The latter dominated local politics for the 
next two decades.7 

Initially, Won Pat supported U.S. naval rule over the 
island. In 1946 he told the Chicago Tribune that Guam 
needed to achieve greater economic independence before 
American citizenship. Yet disillusionment over naval 
leadership led him to change his mind.8 Won Pat played a 
key part in the passage of the Organic Act, which granted 
U.S. citizenship to Guamanians in 1950 ; he traveled 
to Washington to testify on behalf of the legislation. 
In 1964 the Guam legislature authorized an unofficial 
representative in Washington to lobby for Guam’s needs. 
Won Pat narrowly won election to the new post over the 
Territorial Party’s Felix Lujan Crisostomo and two other 
independent candidates on March 15, 1965—an election 
that included personal attacks on Won Pat’s Chinese 
heritage. Still, he won re-election unopposed in 1968.9 

Won Pat later characterized the “unofficial representative” 
position as having “its genesis in something of a lobbying 
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concept,” and that the position was “a Member of Congress 
in everything but name” without “the ‘power tools’ … that 
other Members had.”10 Won Pat was also a delegate to the 
Democratic National Convention in 1972.

Won Pat’s duties included lobbying for a Territorial 
Delegate from Guam in the U.S. House of Representatives. 
He won approval for the office in 1972, despite reservations  
at the Department of the Interior. The department’s 
Office of the Territories argued that granting Guam a 
congressional Delegate could be tantamount to bestowing 
“incorporated” status to the territory, including full 
constitutional rights and protections.11 

Having created the Delegate’s post, he then ran for 
it. In what he characterized as a “good, clean race,” Won 
Pat faced Republican territorial senator Pedro (Pete) 
Diaz Perez.12 Won Pat emphasized his record during the 
campaign, especially as Guam’s Washington representative, 
and expressed excitement at having a voice on 
congressional committees. Whereas Perez wanted to push 
for a vote in Congress, Won Pat was more hesitant, noting 
that it was unprecedented for an unincorporated territory 
to have a vote.13 Won Pat also took out several full-page ads 
in the island’s largest newspaper, the Pacific Daily News, 
in which he reprinted letters of support and praise from 
congressional giants such as Majority Leader Hale Boggs of  
Louisiana and Minority Leader Gerald R. Ford of Michigan.14  
Won Pat defeated Perez with 58 percent of the vote.15

Won Pat was able to win most of his elections with 
similarly comfortable margins. He ran unopposed in 1974, 
1976, and 1978. In 1980 he won every precinct, defeating 
GOP candidate Tony Palomo with 58 percent.16 Two  
years later, he narrowly defeated former Marine General 
Ben Garrido Blaz by less than 1,000 votes (51 percent) ; 
turnout for the election was reportedly at 85 percent.17 
Won Pat frequently emphasized his Democratic Party 
alliances in the House majority during his campaigns. 
“I know that no one on Guam has the experience in 
Washington that I have,” he noted after he easily won his 
1976 primary, despite being hospitalized with an illness 
right before the election. “The important thing is to have 
friends.… Our greatest asset [in Washington] is friends. 

Because, if we don’t have the friends, who the hell is going 
to support us.”18

At barely five feet tall, with a tendency to mumble in his 
Chamorro accent, Won Pat did not command attention. 
But he maintained a sense of humor. Once, he slipped 
out of sight behind the rostrum while presiding over a 
subcommittee hearing and shared a self-deprecating joke 
with the witness : “You can’t see me, much less understand 
what I am saying.”19 He also proved astute at using both 
the alliances he campaigned on and his committee work 
to his advantage. Won Pat became a close ally with the 
powerful subcommittee chairman on Interior and Insular 
Affair Committee, Phil Burton. Won Pat was lavish in his 
praise of Burton’s support : “He has consistently shown 
great sympathy for the people who live in these territories,” 
Won Pat told his colleagues on the House Floor.20 He later 
noted that Burton “has shown an enormous capacity for 
detail and a keen awareness of what was needed by the 
people of Guam.”21

Won Pat frequently relied on friends in Congress to 
aid him when his nonvoting status blocked his ability to 
look after his constituents’ interests. He once bragged to a 
reporter that when he felt Guam had been left out from a 
bill, “I’ll get some of my friends to amend it right on the 
floor.” He even managed to overcome impediments faced 
by previous Members who represented a far-flung U.S. 
territory. Initially, Won Pat’s telephone and travel budgets 
were even less than those of Members who represented 
suburban districts in the Washington, DC, area. With 
such a limited budget, the Guamanian Delegate traveled 
the 19,500-mile round-trip journey home only four times 
per Congress.22 However, starting in the 95th Congress 
(1977–1979), congressional office allowances were pro-
rated based on distance from the capital, and Won Pat’s 
$111,115 annual allotment for “official and necessary” 
expenses was the largest of any House Member.23

Without a vote on the House Floor, Won Pat invested 
himself in committee work. He served on the Committee 
on Interior and Insular Affairs for his entire career—a 
key panel on which to keep federal funds flowing to his 
constituency. Starting in July 1977, federal money was 
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allocated to territories through large Omnibus Territories 
Acts—sometimes called “Christmas tree” bills for the 
territories.24 These allocations were the first checks sent 
to the Virgin Islands, Guam, and American Samoa as 
part of a federal anti-recession program and extended 
to the territories through the work of Puerto Rican 
Resident Commissioner Baltasar Corrada-del Río, Virgin 
Islands’ Delegate Ron de Lugo, and Won Pat.25 When the 
Subcommittee on Pacific Affairs was created in the 96th 
Congress (1979–1981), it became the bill’s originating 
subcommittee. Won Pat was the subcommittee’s first 
chairman and the first Territorial Delegate to chair a 
subcommittee. When Pacific Affairs’ jurisdiction moved 
under the Subcommittee on Insular Affairs in the 97th  
and 98th Congresses (1981–1985), Won Pat chaired  
that subcommittee.26 

Won Pat also served on the Armed Services Committee 
from the 94th to 98th Congresses (1975–1985), a 
reflection of the U.S. military presence in Guam. In 
the 97th Congress (1981–1983), he also served on the 
Veterans Affairs Committee.27 

Won Pat used his committee work to maximize his 
advantage. By serving on the Research and Development 
Subcommittee of the Armed Services Committee, he made 
himself a target for lobbyists seeking permission to develop 
new weapons, a position that provided the political capital 
to seek military spending on Guam. A spot on the Military 
Installations Subcommittee also allowed him to trade 
committee votes with others seeking to protect military 
installations in their districts.28

Importantly, too, he helped found the Territorial 
Caucus and worked closely with Delegate de Lugo, whose 
post representing the Virgin Islands was created at the  
same time as Won Pat’s. The two met when they were 
unofficial representatives of their respective territories in 
the late 1960s.29

Won Pat spent his career informing congressional colleagues 
about the uniqueness of Guam and other U.S. territories.  
“To a certain extent, Guam is still an unknown quantity,” 
noted one of his press aides in 1978, “so we are engaged in 
a constant job of education.”30 On February 5, 1973, as  

his first act in Congress, Won Pat teamed with Delegate 
de Lugo to propose an amendment to the Constitution 
that granted citizens in the Virgin Islands and Guam the 
right to vote in U.S. presidential elections.31 He argued 
that because voters in the territories were American 
citizens, they should not be penalized as second-class 
citizens. “In an age when each citizen, no matter whether 
he lives in California, Maine, or the territories, is vitally 
affected by Presidential decisions,” he told his colleagues, 
“each American of voting age can make his choice of who 
will lead his country for the next 4 years.” To drive home 
the point, he emphasized the Guamanians’ Vietnam War 
service. “Guam lost more boys on the field of battle than 
did any other State or territory on a per capita basis,” he 
reminded his colleagues.32 The legislation ultimately died 
in the Judiciary Committee, but Won Pat submitted the 
same bill in every Congress in which he served.33

Won Pat first made mainland headlines in his defense of 
a local custom : the chewing of betel nuts.34 The nuts were 
a part of island culture—especially at weddings and other 
social gatherings, but the Federal Drug Administration 
(FDA) claimed they were cancerous and attempted to ban 
their importation into the mainland United States from 
Guam. Won Pat publicly took on the FDA by submitting a 
bill to allow Guamanians to take and chew their betel nuts 
anywhere in the United States. The Delegate admitted that 
he had a stash of nuts in his desk, smuggled through U.S. 
customs by a Guam official. “[B]etel nuts and the people 
of Guam go together,” he told a reporter, comparing the 
custom to drinking coffee or tea : “a mild stimulant and 
a source of relaxation at the same time.”35 Though his 
legislation was unsuccessful, he paved the way for a Guam 
Delegate Robert A. Underwood’s successful override of the 
embargo in 2001.36

The end of the Vietnam War profoundly affected Guam, 
as the economic infusion that came with using the island 
to stage troops and supplies suddenly dried up.37 Following 
the fall of South Vietnam, refugees flooded into the island. 
Starting in April 1975, “Operation New Life” sent more 
than 110,000 refugees by aircraft carrier to Guam. Illness 
ravaged the refugee populations living in tent cities, and 

42940_07-APA-MP2.indd   369 2/13/2018   11:59:00 AM



370  H   ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

H  antonio borja won pat  H

riots broke out. Won Pat supported legislation introduced 
by Representative Glenn Anderson of California to 
amend the Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of 
1962 to provide for the Southeast Asian refugees. He also 
submitted his own resolution asking that the President 
take steps to prevent a disproportionate number of 
refugees from settling in Guam. “I rise to express my deep 
pride in the role which our island is playing in the great 
humanitarian effort to rescue the thousands of South 
Vietnamese from almost certain death,” Won Pat told his 
colleagues. “Guam, however, is a small island with limited 
resources. Our ability to do more than lend a temporary 
helping hand is hindered by an economy which is in 
precipitous decline.… Under these circumstances, I am 
deeply concerned that Guam may find itself called upon 
to provide permanent residence to more individuals than 
we can reasonably handle.”38 The final camp closed on 
November 1, 1975. In 1979 Won Pat was part of a group 
of nine Members of Congress who visited Hanoi to discuss 
the influx of Indochinese refugees and their destabilizing 
effect on Southeast Asian nations.39 But in 1980, he noted 
that 123,000 refugees remained in Guam and “with the 
direct assistance of the United States, they have become 
productive members of the territorial community.” He 
requested that they be granted special status to remain 
in Guam.40

Guam’s central role in military strategy remained after 
the end of hostilities in Southeast Asia because of key 
Pacific military installations on the island. And despite his 
nonvoting status, by 1983 Won Pat was recognized as a 
power broker on military spending.41 He first attempted 
the establishment of a national cemetery for military 
veterans in the 97th Congress, but the bill was held up 
by the Veterans Administration on the grounds that 
the agency preferred state or territorial funding. “In my 
opinion, the least the Federal Government can do is to 
provide a resting place for former military personnel,” he 
told his colleagues, “and not to leave the burden to the 
individual States and territories.”42 Won Pat steered a bill 
to passage that established the Guam National Guard.43 
The island was the only remaining U.S. territory without 

a guard unit. “Because of the intense loyalty of the 
Guamanian people to the American cause, this unit will 
quickly be filled to its capacity by some of the best trained 
personnel in the U.S. military,” he boasted.44 In addition, 
the bill increased the number of appointees allotted to 
Guam, the Virgin Islands, and Puerto Rico to the United 
States military service academies. Won Pat also assured 
continued operation of a naval ship repair facility in Guam, 
when H.R. 8105 passed both houses in the 96th Congress, 
with aid from Senator Daniel K. Inouye of Hawaii. “As one 
who has for some time been warning our colleagues about 
the danger of the Pentagon’s present policy of removing 
forces from Guam instead of relying upon our bases in 
foreign areas of the Pacific,” Won Pat noted on the House 
Floor, “I am pleased to see this clear signal from Congress 
that it recognizes the strategic value of our bases on 
Guam.”45 One Won Pat aide remembered that, in the late 
1970s, naval officers wondered why ships sailed from their 
base in San Diego to Guam for maintenance and repair. 
The aide recalled the officers’ conclusion : “I don’t know, it’s 
the guy Won Pat that did this.”46

Won Pat’s career focus in Congress, however, was 
Guam’s status as a U.S. territory. From his time as an 
unofficial territorial representative, he favored statehood 
for Guam, but, as he told the territorial legislature in 1972, 
“our idealism must be tempered with practicality.” As an 
alternative, Won Pat sought commonwealth status for 
Guam—a self-governing political unit associated with the 
United States—at least until the territory could “assume 
the full responsibilities of a state.”47

In September 1975, Won Pat submitted H.R. 9491, 
calling for the creation of a status commission, and H.R. 
9492, which provided for establishing a constitution for 
Guam.48 He emphasized that his bills offered Guamanians 
a chance to choose their status—commonwealth, 
independence, or statehood—but did not guarantee a 
change in status or a particular relationship. “We on Guam, 
as American citizens, know from long experience the 
meaning and importance of self-determination,” he said. 
“Ever since Guam came under the U.S. flag in 1898 our 
people have pursued with singularity of purpose a single 
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basic goal, full participation in the democratic processes of 
our country consistent with its high ideals and principles.”49

The House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs 
merged the two bills under H.R. 9491. An amended 
version passed the House on October 6, 1975, requiring 
an allowance for the President to veto portions of the 
constitution and assuring automatic repeal of measures in 
conflict with the 1950 Organic Act. Senate amendments 
required that Congress approve Guam’s final constitution 
and merged Won Pat’s bill with a similar bill introduced 
by Delegate de Lugo calling for the establishment of a 
constitution for the U.S. Virgin Islands. De Lugo’s bill, 
H.R. 9460, passed both chambers and became law on 
October 21, 1976.50 

The second Guam Constitutional Convention met from 
July to December 1977 with Won Pat’s daughter, Judith, 
serving as chairwoman of the committee on women’s 
rights—one of two women among the 34 delegates.51 The 
final document defined the structure of the Guamanian 
government, including residency requirements for elected 
officials, rules on budgets and appointments, orders 
of succession, and the future structure of the Guam 
legislature. Antonio Won Pat was among those who 
witnessed the constitution’s signing on December 15, 
1977. Both U.S. President Jimmy Carter and Congress 
approved it in early 1978.52

Yet the Guam constitution’s ratification was ultimately 
derailed by continued confusion over status and a local 
political fight. Before it could be voted on by Guamanians, 
the constitution’s approval was endangered by a bitter 1978 
gubernatorial election. The president of the constitutional 
convention, Democrat Carl Gutierrez, declared his 
candidacy for governor as an independent. He chose a 
Republican running mate—another convention delegate, 
Dr. Joseph Dizon—and attempted to ride the constitution 
into the governor’s mansion over incumbent Governor 
Ricardo J. (Ricky) Bordallo. Gutierrez’s candidacy 
effectively split the Democratic vote, opening the door 
for Republican Paul McDonald Calvo’s victory. With an 
upcoming party change in the governor’s mansion, the 
legislature delayed a plebiscite to approve the constitution. 

The necessary Chamorro support for the constitution 
waned during the delay. Locals—already confused about 
the contents of the 14-point document—soured on the 
constitution’s lack of clarity about Guam’s status. Especially 
wary of Congress’s requirement that the document not 
alter the existing Organic Act, Chamorros viewed the 
constitution as a Washington-mandated revision of the 
Organic Act rather than a declaration of self-determination. 
Moreover, opposition mounted from a completely different 
population—special interest groups primarily dominated 
by “statesiders.” The local bar association did not approve 
of the creation of a separate Guam supreme court with 
appeals directly to the U.S. Supreme Court instead of the 
Federal 9th Circuit Court. The teachers union and military 
personnel stationed on Guam feared the effect of greater 
local autonomy on their interests. With less than half of 
Guamanians turning out to vote on August 4, 1979, the 
constitution received a meager 18-percent approval. Won 
Pat, who was in DC during the election and referendum, 
did not provide comment to local newspapers.53

Won Pat attempted to jump-start a review of Guam’s 
status in 1983, but the death of his ally, subcommittee 
chairman Phil Burton, diminished his ability to capture 
widespread congressional interest.54 The Guam Delegate 
introduced a resolution (H. Con. Res. 131) calling on 
President Ronald Reagan to designate a national official 
to negotiate status change with Guam in October 1983. 
“Political status for emerging island entities is more than 
just theories one reads in freshman college textbooks,” he 
declared. “Political status is a life principle that undergirds 
all dynamic human society—it is the foundation by 
which a community of people binds themselves to one 
another, establishes their identity and develops respect for 
themselves. More importantly, political status governs the 
daily relationship between people and their government as 
equals.”55 The resolution was referred to the Committee on 
Interior and Insular Affairs where it languished, awaiting 
comment from the Interior Department. 

New Mexico Representative Manuel Luján, Vice Chair 
of the Interior and Insular Affairs Committee (and later 
Interior Secretary), then suggested that Guam submit a 
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bill for commonwealth status directly to Congress. At 
Luján’s invitation, Won Pat brought a bipartisan group of 
Guam legislators to Luján’s hometown in Albuquerque, 
New Mexico, in December 1983 to meet with staffers and 
members of the Interior Committee. The meeting resulted 
in another bipartisan Commission on Self-Determination, 
which drafted a document that granted Guam local 
self-determination under their own constitution. Under 
its terms, Department of Interior oversight would cease 
as would provisions of earlier legislation that limited 
shipping to Guamanian ports to those under American 
flags. However, Won Pat never had the self-determination 
document acted on before he left Congress.56

General Blaz returned as Won Pat’s opponent in 
1984. The incumbent campaigned on a platform similar 
to what had been effective in the past : “Seniority is the 
most important role in Congress,” he noted in a debate 
between the two candidates. “[It] gives you power. I am 
able to accomplish more and more over the years.”57 The 
local press agreed, telling voters, “Don’t risk our rank and 
influence in Congress … vote for strength and tradition.”58 
Shortly before his death in April 1983, Burton had boldly 
told a reporter that Won Pat was so effective that Guam 
would lose influence and money if they voted him out. 
In an analysis entitled “Who Would Serve Guam Best in 
D.C.?” published on the front page of the Pacific Daily 
News, sources interviewed for the article—including those 
“knowledgeable about Pacific and territorial affairs”—
agreed with Burton’s take on the election but they also 
heralded Blaz’s potential as a “new” and “articulate” 
voice for Guam in Washington. Won Pat’s support and 
strategy ended up backfiring as Guamanians connected his 
friendliness with the powerful Californian with mainland 
meddling in the island’s affairs.59

The close contest between Won Pat and Blaz proved 
dramatic. In the open primary election, Won Pat lost to 
Blaz by nearly 2,000 votes.60 When both moved to the 
general election, Blaz came out ahead by a narrow margin 
of 323 votes.61 The next day, officials found 220 more 
ballots and computer irregularities that forced election 
officials to twice count the ballots by hand ; recounts put 

Blaz in the lead by roughly 350 votes. On November 11, 
the Pacific Daily News reported Blaz had won by 354 votes. 
“Whatever is decided, I am resigned to accept that decision 
and to continue to work for my constituents as usual,” 
Won Pat conceded.62

Even with his apparent concession, Won Pat had not yet 
fully resigned himself to the resulting loss. On December 
21, 1984, he contested the election before the Committee 
on House Administration. Won Pat claimed that election 
officials had improperly dismissed seemingly blank ballots 
or those marked for both candidates. He also argued that 
absentee ballots were sent too late to be counted when 
returned. The Guam Election Commission mailed ballots 
21 days before Election Day, even though federal officials 
had recommended sending them 45 days in advance for 
timely return by mail. Those ballots received after the polls 
closed on November 6 were not counted—amounting to 
34 percent of all absentee voters, according to Won Pat. 
Blaz countered with a motion to dismiss Won Pat’s claim 
on January 21, 1985, and later that year, the committee 
agreed with him, noting the irregular and absentee ballots 
had been handled legally.63 The full House defeated Won 
Pat’s challenge on July 24, 1985, in a voice vote.64

After his electoral loss, Won Pat lived in Guam but 
returned to Washington frequently and continued to 
attend hearings on appropriations for the territories.65 Won 
Pat died of a heart attack in a hospital in Silver Spring, 
Maryland, on May 1, 1987. He was buried in Piti, Guam, 
at the locally run veterans’ cemetery for which he had 
sought federal funding.66 Among those offering tributes on 
the House Floor was Delegate Blaz. “Those who knew Mr. 
Won Pat know that he was not a giant of a man in stature, 
but he was a giant of a man in accomplishments,” Blaz 
said in eulogy. “They know that he did not talk very much, 
but he said a lot. They also know that he was a very, very 
humble man. He was a common man, but a common man 
with an uncommon touch.”67 A congressional delegation, 
mostly made up of other Territorial Delegates, attended 
his Guam state funeral.68 In 1988 the Guam International 
Air Terminal was officially named A. B. Won Pat Guam 
International Airport Terminal.69
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MANUSCRIPT COLLECTIONS
University of Guam, Micronesian Area Research Center (Mangilao, 
GU). Papers : 1965–1984, 285 linear feet. The papers of Antonio Borja 
Won Pat focus mainly on his years in the U.S. House of Representatives. 
The papers consist of correspondence, briefing material, audiovisual 
materials, photographs, invitations, cards, and plaques. Topics include 
the Guam legislature, political campaigns and elections, legislation, 
committee reports, official trips, district office work, typhoon 
rehabilitation, refugees, agriculture, schools and education, civil 
aeronautics, federal appropriations and budgets, and executive branch 
agency work. A finding aid is available at the repository.

University of Oklahoma, The Julian P. Kanter Political Commercial 
Archive, Department of Communication (Norman, OK). 
Videocassette : 10 commercials on 1 videocassette. The commercials were 
used during Antonio Borja Won Pat’s Democratic campaign for the 
1984 U.S. congressional election in Guam.
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Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives

Norman Y. Mineta
1931– 

UNITE D STATES REPRESENTATIVE 1975–19 95 

DEMO CRAT FROM CALIFORNIA

T hirty years after being imprisoned by the United 
States government because of the happenstance 
of his ancestry, Norman Y. Mineta helped 

change forever the inner workings of the United States 
House of Representatives. Over a 20-year career in the 
House, the San Jose Congressman worked to make the 
federal lawmaking process more accountable. From the 
federal budget to the nation’s highway system, Mineta 
and his generation of reform-minded legislators redefined 
expectations on Capitol Hill. With the moral authority 
derived from having been unjustly incarcerated as a child, 
Mineta convinced Congress to address wartime internment 
and helped the country understand the sins of its past.

Norman Yoshio Mineta was born in San Jose, 
California, on November 12, 1931, the youngest of five 
children, to Kunisaku and Kane Mineta. His father, 
Kunisaku, had arrived from Japan by himself as a teenager 
29 years earlier, finding work in a number of jobs before 
saving up enough money to start his own insurance 
business in San Jose.1 Mineta’s family settled in the heart 
of the city’s largely Japanese neighborhood. Because 
California law prevented Asian immigrants from owning 
property in the state, a local attorney held the house in  
his name until he signed everything over to Mineta’s  
eldest sister, who was a U.S. citizen by birth, when she 
turned 21.2 

Growing up, Mineta attended the San Jose public 
schools, and every day after class he spent an hour learning 
Japanese. Over dinner the Minetas would discuss the day’s 
events, and at night their neighbors would often come 
over to talk about issues facing the community. “My dad 
was the breadwinner, the community leader, the father 
who encouraged all of us to participate in community 
activities,” Mineta later remembered. His mother, Kane, 
was equally active in San Jose’s social life, serving on the 

Parent-Teacher Association, volunteering with the church, 
and raising money for the American Red Cross.3 

But the San Jose community his parents had nurtured 
was ripped apart on December 7, 1941, when Japan 
bombed the American military base at Pearl Harbor, 
Hawaii. Federal officials panicked and ordered the U.S. 
military to relocate 120,000 Japanese Americans living 
on the mainland to prison camps often hundreds of miles 
away from their homes.4 

Within six months after Pearl Harbor, the government 
had suspended the Minetas’ business license, seized 
their bank accounts, and moved them out of San Jose. 
Neighbors disappeared. Mineta’s father worried he would 
never see his family or his home again. Dressed in his Cub 
Scout uniform, Mineta and his parents were first sent to 
the Santa Anita racetrack outside Los Angeles, forced to 
live in small barracks and shower near the horse stables. 
Even as a boy, Mineta felt the heavy weight of injustice, 
questioning the presence of armed guards. In the fall of 
1942, the government moved the Minetas to a new site in 
Heart Mountain, Wyoming, their home for the next three 
years. It was cold and cramped, but they carved out some 
semblance of a community.5 

After the war, the Minetas returned to San Jose and 
began the arduous task of rebuilding their lives. Slowly 
they and their neighbors reopened businesses and, as the 
Congressman said years later, “[regained] our standing 
in the community.” They worked to move on from their 
imprisonment, focusing their energy on the future. Mineta 
estimated that it took 20 years for his community to 
recapture what it had lost in 1942.6 Sixty years later, he was 
asked if his internment influenced his decision to go into 
public service. “No question it did,” he replied.7

Back home, Mineta enrolled at San Jose High School 
and served as student body president during his senior year. 
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He stayed close to home for college, graduating from the 
University of California, Berkeley, in 1953 before serving 
three years as an Army intelligence officer during the 
Korean War.8 When he returned to San Jose, Mineta joined 
his father’s insurance firm and began exploring a possible 
entry into local politics.9 Mineta had two sons, David and 
Stuart, with his first wife. When he married his second 
wife, Danealia, the Congressman welcomed two stepsons, 
Bob and Mark Brantner.

Early in his life, Mineta had been a staunch Republican. 
After all, he later said, “It was the damn Democrats that 
stuck us in those damn camps.”10 But in the 1960s, Mineta 
grew frustrated with the GOP’s approach to the great social 
issues of the day and left the party.11 From 1962 to 1964, 
Mineta served on San Jose’s human relations commission, 
and from 1966 to 1967, he sat on the board of directors 
of the city’s housing authority. That year he jumped to the 
city council, where he served double duty as vice mayor 
from 1968 to 1971.12  

In the spring of 1971, Mineta entered a crowded 
15-candidate field to succeed San Jose’s outgoing mayor. 
Mineta’s career in local government gave him wide name 
recognition, and he won the support of a number of 
San Jose’s service organizations. In the two decades since 
Mineta finished college, San Jose and surrounding Santa 
Clara County had transformed from farm country into 
a textbook case of suburban sprawl. Its population had 
tripled, stressing the public services provided by local 
government.13 On Election Day, Mineta took an early lead 
and never lost it, tallying 62 percent of the vote despite 
anemic turnout.14 “It’s been full circle,” Mineta said of his 
victory 30 years after being interned.15

As mayor, Mineta clamped down on San Jose’s runaway 
development. He worked to funnel growth back toward 
the city’s center, tightening zoning requirements and 
passing a “pay-as-you-grow” tax to cover the cost of 
additional public services.16 

By the early 1970s, Mineta had become part of a 
new generation of leaders working to redefine political 
power in America, calling for greater transparency and 
accountability. He belonged to a number of national 

organizations, negotiating with the federal government 
to protect grants to public housing and transportation 
initiatives. In July 1972, he was one of 16 mayors to meet 
with President Richard M. Nixon about the costs of rapid 
development and the possibility that the federal government 
would kick back billions in revenue to the cities.17 

Like his jump to the mayor’s office, Mineta moved 
to the House after the incumbent, Republican Charles 
S. Gubser, decided to retire. And once again Mineta’s 
work in San Jose’s local government gave him an early 
advantage. California’s 13th District leaned Republican, 
but Mineta’s success in managing the city’s growth, paired 
with his work on the national circuit, made him widely 
popular at home. The district stretched south and east 
away from San Francisco Bay, encompassing Santa Clara 
County. It also sat astride the southeastern edge of Silicon 
Valley, the creative tech corridor that became an economic 
juggernaut by the time Mineta retired. His Republican 
challenger, George W. Milias, was a well-liked former state 
assemblyman who had the misfortune of once serving in 
the Nixon administration. With the Watergate scandal 
dominating the headlines, Milias could not escape from 
Nixon’s shadow, and Mineta won with almost 53 percent 
of the vote. Mineta’s first election was the closest of his 
career. He took anywhere from 58 percent (in 1978) to 70 
percent (in 1986) of the vote in every subsequent election.18  

In his first term, Democratic leadership placed Mineta 
on the Public Works and Transportation Committee, a 
seat he held for his entire career ; he became chairman 
during the 103rd Congress (1993–1995). During the 94th 
Congress (1975–1977), Mineta also served on the Post 
Office and Civil Service Committee before transferring 
to the Budget Committee, where he spent the next six 
years (1977–1983). In only his second term, Mineta was 
appointed by new Speaker Thomas P. (Tip) O’Neill of 
Massachusetts to the Permanent Select Committee on 
Intelligence, serving on the highly secretive panel until he 
stepped down in 1985. Beginning in 1983, Mineta also 
spent a decade on the Science and Technology Committee 
(later named the Science, Space, and Technology 
Committee), a key assignment for a Member representing 
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part of Silicon Valley. In 1993 Mineta stepped down from 
Science, Space, and Technology to take over the gavel of 
the Public Works Committee.19

As part of the largest Democratic wave in years, Mineta 
was one of the most promising prospects in a crowd of 
bright lawmakers. On average, the Watergate Babies, 
as his highly motivated class of 1975 was called, were 
15 years younger than the existing membership. They 
saw themselves as a political vanguard, and collectively 
they embodied the deep distrust voters had toward their 
government.20 Mineta’s generation of lawmakers valued 
accountability and accessibility, but perhaps none more 
so than him. “It goes back to my own experience in terms 
of the evacuation and the internment of those of Japanese 
ancestry,” he said years later. “We didn’t have access to our 
political leaders at the time.”21

In the 1970s, however, it was the criminal activities of 
the Nixon White House, the ongoing war in Vietnam, and 
the old, impenetrable seniority system on Capitol Hill. The 
new Members promised to reform all of it and to restore 
confidence in the government.22 “We came to Congress on 
a tide of change,” Mineta told the Los Angeles Times in the 
summer of 1975, “and there was a sense of euphoria about 
the Age of Aquarius having hit Capitol Hill.”23 

For the first 30 days of the new Congress, the reform-
minded freshmen seemed on course to redefine the art of 
the possible. They ousted three long-standing committee 
chairs, brought other chairmen to heel, and weakened 
the influence of the Ways and Means Committee.24 In 
June, after House Democrats failed to override a series of 
presidential vetoes, Mineta’s cohort elected him president 
of the Democratic freshman class for a six-month term, 
hoping the former military intelligence analyst and “self-
described activist” could organize the freshmen into a 
potent voting bloc.25 “Procedural changes have nothing to 
do with whether the lot of the unemployed gets better or if 
education gets better,” he said. “In terms of what we have 
been able to get through, it bothers me that we haven’t had 
the programs that benefit people out in the streets.”26

In one of his first acts as leader of the freshman class, 
Mineta drew up a “six-point plan” he hoped would harness 

the restless energy of the young legislators. Nearly every 
recommendation sought to empower the rank and file. 
Mineta called for fact-finding roundtables with policy 
experts and “opinion leaders,” regular meetings between 
freshman officers and the Democratic leadership, stricter 
oversight of committee activities, a commitment to 
developing policy in the Democratic Caucus, the creation of 
national “truth squads” to promote Democratic legislation, 
and the publication of a freshman newsletter.27 It was “a 
pledge,” he said, “not to allow things to go on as usual, to 
reassert Congress as a coequal branch of government.”28 

Mineta helped manage expectations and built rapport 
between the older and younger generations. While some 
freshmen talked about removing Carl Albert of Oklahoma 
from the speakership, Mineta was one of a handful of new 
California Democrats to reaffirm his commitment to the 
existing leadership.29 Mineta was known around the Hill 
as “energetic, competent, and levelheaded” without being 
overbearing. He and Speaker Albert had a personal history 
that dated back to the 1950s. Mineta’s brother-in-law 
knew the Speaker “real well,” and Mineta’s sister babysat 
for the Albert family.30 Midway through his first term as he 
was running for re-election in June of 1976, Mineta had 
Majority Leader O’Neill come out to California to help 
campaign. During a lull in the trip, while O’Neill and a 
group of legislators relaxed around a hotel pool in San Jose, 
Mineta broke some surprising news : “Tip,” he said, “I just 
heard on the radio that Carl Albert is retiring. Let me be 
the first one to support you for Speaker.”31

Still, he kept leadership on its toes. The way Mineta saw 
it, years of Democratic control in the House had nurtured 
a class of party leaders who lost touch with the rank and 
file. “When was the last time Carl Albert or Tip O’Neill 
had opposition?” Mineta was quoted as saying in a front-
page article in the New York Times.32 

Television, which pulled back the curtain on the 
political system, became a sticking point between the 
two generations. “Albert and O’Neill did not grow up in 
television land,” Mineta pointed out. “They can go in and 
tell a few jokes and buy a few rounds of drinks and people 
love them and they get re-elected. But we’re the products 
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of a different era and a different system.” It was a system 
that rewarded new ways of thinking.33 “More and more 
demands are being made by the public,” Mineta said. 
“Watergate heightened the accountability syndrome.”34

Mineta’s early congressional career illustrated just 
how successful his class was at reforming internal House 
procedure, especially the committee system. With O’Neill 
serving as Speaker and the seniority system under attack, 
Mineta’s leadership prospects improved rapidly. In only 
his second term during the 95th Congress (1977–1979), 
Mineta was appointed chairman of the Public Works and 
Transportation Committee’s Subcommittee on Public 
Buildings and Grounds, marking the start of a long 
reign as a subcommittee chairman. In fact, from 1977 
until he became chairman of the full Public Works and 
Transportation Committee in 1993, Mineta served as 
chairman of four Public Works subcommittees over the 
course of eight consecutive Congresses : the Subcommittee 
on Public Buildings and Grounds (95th Congress), the 
Subcommittee on Oversight and Review (96th Congress 
[1979–1981]), the Subcommittee on Aviation (97th–
100th Congresses [1981–1989]), and the Subcommittee 
on Surface Transportation (101st–102nd Congresses 
[1991–1995]). 

Mineta’s leadership extended to the Budget Committee 
as well. Traditionally, the White House managed the 
federal budget, but after entitlement spending exploded 
and the Vietnam War dragged on, Congress began formally 
monitoring legislation that affected the ebb and flow of the 
country’s finances.35 Almost from the start, Mineta was at 
the forefront of the House’s new oversight responsibility. 
In the 96th and 97th Congresses, he held the gavel of 
Budget’s Task Force on the Budget Process (the committee 
called its subcommittees Task Forces), giving him a 
powerful bird’s-eye view of how the federal government 
managed its money.36     

Even with his growing profile, Mineta did not hesitate 
to keep the pressure on his own party. “I see a vacuum 
right now,” he told the Washington Post just a few days after 
the 96th Congress convened. “Just a lot of tinkering and 
holding patterns.”37 

It was around that time that Mineta saw his stock rise 
considerably. In early 1979, he was part of a “damage 
assessment squad” that squeezed House leadership for 
answers as to why California Democrats missed out on 
preferred committee assignments.38 Later that year the 
Washington Post named Mineta as a likely candidate for 
Transportation Secretary.39 By 1980, he was short-listed 
for either chairman of the House Budget Committee or 
the Democratic Whip’s office.40 Writing a year later, David 
Broder, one of the country’s leading political journalists, 
noted that, “At 49, Norman Mineta of California is 
perhaps the most widely admired Democrat to enter the 
House of Representatives in the 1970s.… Many of his 
contemporaries regard him as a future prospect for Speaker 
of the House.”41 

Mineta was soon ensconced in party leadership. He 
was a utility player on the Democratic Whip team, having 
been named Deputy Whip-at-Large in the 97th Congress 
(1981–1983) ; he quickly moved up a rank and spent the 
rest of his House career as Deputy Whip.42 Moreover, 
in late 1980, Speaker O’Neill appointed Mineta to the 
powerful Democratic Steering and Policy Committee, 
where he helped shape the House’s legislative agenda.43 
The California Democrat later had roles in the Democratic 
Congressional Campaign Committee and flirted with a run 
for party Whip.44

If Mineta’s early entry into leadership signaled a new era 
in party mechanics, his work in committees reinforced his 
generation’s influence on policy. The Budget Committee, 
created a few years earlier in 1974, was somewhat 
uncharted territory for the House, but that sort of 
independence seemed to fit Mineta’s legislative style. “The 
new members are very selective,” he said in May 1977. 
“A number of us feel that we don’t have to go along with 
the New Deal approach of throwing money at a problem, 
hoping it will go away. We want to target our resources.”45 

The federal budget process was an arcane, but 
immensely powerful, mechanism, and over the course 
of his four years as chairman of the Budget Process Task 
Force, Mineta became an ardent supporter of Congress’s 
oversight responsibilities. On Capitol Hill, he became a 
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counterweight to the budget philosophy in the Ronald 
Reagan administration, warning that if Congress didn’t 
assert itself and make a few changes to the budget process 
it risked being replaced by White House economists or 
what he called “a toothless balanced budget constitutional 
amendment.” Mineta’s solutions included a mix of 
reforms to binding resolutions, the reconciliation and 
appropriations processes, and the act of impounding 
unspent funds.46 

As Task Force chairman, Mineta loathed the idea of 
a balanced budget amendment. “The Constitution is a 
marvelously simple document, defining only the most 
basic human rights and the most fundamental structures 
of government,” he observed in testimony submitted 
to the House Judiciary Committee. A balanced budget 
amendment was neither of those things, he said, and 
would “only … cheapen the highest law of our Nation.” 
In fact, Mineta argued that a balanced budget amendment 
would strip Congress of the very control it wanted (the 
ability to run deficits was key).47 Instead, Mineta advocated 
for sunset laws giving legislators the ability to phase out 
spending and tax programs deemed unnecessary.48 “It’s 
more the badness, not the bigness, of government that is 
bothering people,” Mineta said as far back as 1976.49

Mineta was front and center during budget negotiations 
with the Reagan administration. In 1979 he helped 
shepherd the Democrats’ budget through the House. A 
year later, he was a member of the “Gang of Five” and, in 
1982, part of the “Gang of Four,” leading the House effort 
to protect domestic spending. As Speaker O’Neill readily 
admitted in 1980, a no vote from Mineta could sway any 
number of other Democrats.50 

When Mineta’s term on Budget expired, he moved to 
the Science and Technology Committee. Smartphones 
and laptops were still decades away, but many of the 
products coming out of his district were going increasingly 
mainstream. Mineta was at the forefront of changes to 
intellectual property law as it applied to the tech industry. 
As early as 1983, back when Silicon Valley was known 
as “California’s so-called Silicon Valley,” he introduced 
legislation to protect the revolutionary designs of computer 

chips being made in his district.51 “Technology is moving 
so fast the government has no ability to keep track of it,” 
Mineta said a few years later.52 By the early 1990s, Mineta 
and his Republican colleague from nearby Stanford, 
Thomas Campbell, had won “reputations as torch-bearers 
for Silicon Valley companies.”53 Mineta, Vice President Al 
Gore once said, “was Silicon Valley before Silicon Valley 
was cool.”54

Mineta, however, made his most lasting contributions 
on the Public Works and Transportation Committee, first 
at the head of its Aviation and Surface and Transportation 
Subcommittees and then as full committee chairman. 
Mineta had pioneered smart-growth policies back in San 
Jose, making Public Works something of a natural home 
for the former mayor. The committee was also deceptively 
powerful. With control over the nation’s infrastructure, 
it could authorize any number of new projects—roads, 
federal buildings, airports—which meant a fresh source of 
jobs for each district.55 

Mineta first led the Subcommittee on Public Buildings 
and Grounds, but jumped to the Subcommittee on 
Oversight and Review after one term, bringing with him 
the drive for openness and accountability. “Oversight 
requires patient and detailed and continuing effort,” he 
said during the subcommittee’s organizational meeting 
in early 1979, “but I am absolutely convinced that it 
need not be dull or unimaginative.”56 His jurisdiction 
spread far and wide across every policy area of every 
one of the subcommittees : water pollution, public mass 
transit, aviation safety, flood control, America’s highways, 
disaster relief, and public buildings and grounds. The 
subcommittee held 12 open hearings and heard from 
nearly 240 witnesses over a combined 34 days.57

Mineta jumped to the Subcommittee on Aviation in the 
next Congress, starting what would become an eight-year 
reign as chairman. His subcommittee work reads like a 
deeply researched market summary of the airline industry, 
one that prioritized safety and its long-term viability. More 
than anything, Mineta wanted to make sure the Federal 
Aviation Administration and other regulatory agencies had the 
resources they needed to ensure the safety of airline passengers.

42940_07-APA-MP2.indd   381 2/13/2018   11:59:03 AM



382  H   ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

H  norman y. mineta  H

Mineta tallied a number of early legislative victories on 
Aviation, often using his expertise in the budget process 
to his advantage. As part of the budget reconciliation 
in 1981, Congress agreed to the Airport Development 
Authorization Act, which included $450 million for new 
and improved airports. A year later, Mineta helped attach 
the Airport and Airway Improvement Act to the Tax 
Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982, providing 
nearly $20 billion from an industry trust to help limit 
“wide-spread congestion and delays” at America’s airports.58 
Over the next six years, two dozen bills that went before 
Mineta’s Aviation Subcommittee became law.

When Mineta took over the gavel of the Subcommittee 
on Surface Transportation during the 101st Congress (1989–
1991), the future of America’s roads in “the post-Interstate 
period” became his most immediate concern. Mineta also 
considered “high speed transportation corridors,” pipeline 
safety, sanitary food, and hazardous waste transportation. 
After two days of hearings, Mineta also worked to include 
transportation protections in the landmark Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990.59 “The Americans With Disabilities 
Act gives us a unique opportunity to complete the work that 
we first started when we passed the Civil Rights Act some 
twenty-five years ago,” he said in his opening statement 
during the bill’s first hearing.60

Along with a number of smaller bills that became 
law during the next Congress, Mineta’s major legislative 
victory in 1991 was the Intermodal Surface Transportation 
Efficiency Act, which addressed an issue he had wrestled 
with since his time as mayor.61 It was a huge, “revolutionary” 
law that gave state and local governments more control over 
the roadways in their districts and authorized vast amounts 
of money—$151 billion over six years—for a number of 
different projects. It set the foundation for the National 
Highway System (NHS) by combining the interstate 
highway system with a web of other federally funded roads.62 

After years of success at the subcommittee level, Mineta 
sought the chairmanship of the full committee before the 
start of the 102nd Congress (1991–1993), challenging 
the sitting chairman, 77-year-old Glenn M. Anderson of 
California, who had represented the Long Beach area since 

1969. Mineta’s bid was partly successful : The Democratic 
Caucus voted Anderson out, but handed the committee to 
Robert Roe of New Jersey instead. Roe, however, was not 
keen on fighting Mineta and retired after just one term as 
committee chairman.63

Mineta pooled his two decades of experience on Public 
Works and Transportation and took over the gavel as 
chairman of the committee for the 103rd Congress. Having 
led four different subcommittees during his tenure on Public 
Works, he was fluent in the policy and deeply connected to 
the issues. 

As chairman, Mineta ruled a vast and influential empire. 
Public Works and Transportation was the largest committee in 
the House during the 103rd Congress, bigger than either the 
spending or tax-writing committees. Seven other Californians 
served with him (three Democrats and four Republicans), 
and 30 of the 50 states as well as the U.S. Virgin Islands 
and the District of Columbia were represented on the 
committee.64 His jurisdiction included flood control, roads, 
bridges, dams, public buildings—everything from airports 
to post offices to the Smithsonian Institution.  

Mineta’s focus as committee chairman was to prepare the 
government to meet the sure-to-be weighty demands 
of the upcoming 21st century. More than anything, he 
felt the need to make up for lost time. The Cold War 
had dominated America’s discretionary spending for 
decades, and money that might have gone to improve the 
country’s infrastructure went elsewhere. “Maintenance, new 
technologies, and leadership suffered often because,  
in real terms, we had to try to do more with less,”  
Mineta remembered. 

Looking forward, he identified two lingering hurdles. 
“The first challenge,” he reiterated, “is to make up for a 
quarter century of trending downward in infrastructure 
investments, a trend which has seen the Federal 
commitment as a share of Gross Domestic Product 
decline by half. The second challenge is to look ahead to 
plan for the future with flexibility, with less interference 
from Washington into local decision-making, and with 
justification and public scrutiny at the national level for  
the policies we recommend and enact.”65 
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Given the size and scope of the committee’s jurisdiction, 
Mineta saw a tsunami of legislation during the 103rd 
Congress. House Parliamentarians referred almost 400  
bills to Public Works and Transportation, which resulted 
in 165 hearings and markups ; 53 of the 62 bills the 
committee reported to the full House became law. The 
panel also approved 168 committee resolutions covering 
everything from erosion control studies to improvements 
to federal buildings.66

While some of the legislation was as simple as naming post 
offices or courthouses, Mineta’s committee could generate 
large amounts of goodwill simply by approving a new road or 
bridge for a Member’s district. Mineta guarded this jurisdiction 
closely, and in 1993, during the annual appropriations process, 
he got into a very public turf war with Representative Bob Carr 
of Michigan, who chaired the Appropriations’ Subcommittee 
on Transportation. Congressional authorizers like Mineta 
determine which agencies and which programs receive 
federal funding, while appropriators like Carr dole out 
money for the upcoming fiscal year. 

In the House, it is considered bad form for appropriators 
to clear funding for projects that have not been vetted 
by an authorizing committee. But in late June, Mineta 
accused Carr of including hundreds of millions of dollars 
for the upcoming fiscal year that the Public Works and 
Transportation Committee had never approved. Mineta 
quickly convinced the Rules Committee to remove all 
unauthorized earmarks from the funding bill. Within 
the month, House leaders were forced to pull it from the 
floor completely after Mineta doubled down on what 
he called “backroom political deal-making.”67 House 
leaders eventually sent the bill back to the Appropriations 
Committee for changes.68 

By September tensions were still high, and the House 
had yet to vote on the transportation bill. Mineta cast the 
fight as one about “process and rules” ; Carr said it was all 
about “ego.”69 Unable to forge a compromise between the 
two lawmakers, Speaker Tom Foley of Washington and 
House leadership ultimately sided with Mineta.70 “The 
episode,” wrote the Congress-watchers at CQ Almanac, 
“appeared to give the Public Works Committee veto power 

over new highway projects, allowing it to block funding for 
any specific project not included in one of the committee’s 
authorization bills.” It was, CQ said, “a sweeping victory.” 
Mineta agreed to reform part of how his committee 
approved projects, but for the most part the chairman from 
San Jose had substantially increased his influence.71

The very next year Mineta ran headlong into an 
obstinate Senate over a popular highway bill. Back when he 
chaired the Surface Transportation Subcommittee during 
the 102nd Congress, Mineta had cleared a bill that created 
the National Highway System, which targeted federal 
funding for the most heavily used and most commercially 
important roads in America. Congress had until 1995 to 
determine which highways would fall under the NHS, 
and while most routes had already been selected, Mineta’s 
committee wanted to add a host of new routes to the 
system. After sifting through Member requests for nearly 
300 new road and transit programs, Mineta unveiled a $2 
billion bill in mid-May 1994. Demonstrating just how 
popular Mineta’s committee was, the full House approved 
the highway bill two weeks later by a huge 400-vote 
majority. The Senate, however, balked at the bill, and talks 
between the two chambers failed.72 

Outside his immediate committee jurisdiction, Mineta 
worked to correct what he considered one of America’s 
worst injustices : the forced internment of Japanese 
Americans during World War II. For Mineta, this was 
about as personal an issue as he dealt with in Congress. 
In the late 1970s, Mineta passed a bill crediting the time 
internees spent in the camps toward their civil service 
retirement benefits. Around the same time, a grassroots 
movement started to pressure the government to formally 
apologize for its policy of internment and ask for redress. 
Working alongside Hawaiian Senators Daniel K. Inouye 
and Spark M. Matsunaga, and California Representative 
Robert T. Matsui, Mineta helped pass a bill to study the 
wartime relocation and internment to generate awareness 
and develop policy.73   

Out of that study came the Civil Liberties Act of 
1988, authorizing the government to pay $20,000 to 
every surviving internee ($1.2 billion total). It also 
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required a formal apology for the policy of internment, 
had the Justice Department clear criminal records 
from internment, and set aside millions to fund public 
education initiatives.74 Mineta was the first person to testify 
before the House Judiciary Committee about the effect 
of internment, underscoring the “shame” and “damaged 
honor” felt by two generations of Japanese Americans for 
being wrongfully imprisoned.75 It was an intensely personal 
bill, but Mineta voted present during its final passage to 
avoid a conflict of interest.76 

After Republicans swept the 1994 elections and took 
the majority in the House for the first time in decades, 
Mineta retired from Congress on October 10, 1995. He 
worked in the policy shop of a major defense contractor 
after leaving the House, and in 2000 President Bill Clinton 
named him Commerce Secretary. After two years in the 
Clinton administration, Mineta joined the George W. 
Bush administration as Transportation Secretary—the 
only Democrat in Bush’s Cabinet—serving from 2001 
until 2006. “There are no Democratic or Republican 
highways,” Mineta liked to say, “no such thing as 
Republican or Democratic traffic congestion.”77 Shortly 
after Mineta stepped down, President Bush awarded him 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom for his years of public 
service. Mineta has since retired from public life. 
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Samuel Ichiye (Sam) Hayakawa
1906–1992

UNITE D STATES SENATOR 1977–1983 

REPUBLICAN FROM CALIFORNIA

S amuel Ichiye (Sam) Hayakawa’s journey 
from academia to Capitol Hill abounded in 
contradictions, reversals, and some mirthful 

moments. He began his long career as a successful 
author of semantics, later transitioning into academic 
administration, which, in turn, thrust him to national 
acclaim as the improbable, tam-o’-shanter-topped hero 
of the law-and-order crowd. Drawing on that popularity, 
Hayakawa won election to a single Senate term, where 
his iconoclasm contrasted with an institution rooted in 
tradition. Along the way, his ideological trajectory arced 
from New Deal liberalism to a conservatism borne of the 
perceived excesses of Vietnam Era protests. 

Samuel Ichiye Hayakawa was born on July 18, 1906, 
in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, the eldest 
of four children of Ichiro and Tora Isono Hayakawa. 
Ichiro had left Japan and joined the U.S. Navy as a mess 
attendant at age 18. Two years later, he returned to Japan, 
married Isono, and the couple relocated to Canada.1 Sam 
Hayakawa was educated in the public schools of Winnipeg 
before earning a bachelor’s degree from the University of 
Manitoba in Winnipeg in 1927. A year later, he graduated 
with a master’s degree in English literature from McGill 
University in Montreal. 

In 1929, the year his parents returned to their native 
Japan, Hayakawa immigrated to the United States, but 
because of naturalization restrictions that applied to 
Asians, he would not become a U.S. citizen until 1954. 
He attended the University of Wisconsin at Madison, 
earning a PhD in English in 1935. After finishing his 
studies, Hayakawa stayed and taught at his alma mater. 
In 1937 he married Margedant Peters, one of his former 
students. Many states prohibited such interracial marriages, 
including California, where the young couple wanted to 
live. So the Japanese-American husband and Caucasian 

wife ended up residing in Chicago for nearly two decades, 
where he taught at the Illinois Institute of Technology 
(1939–1947) and the University of Chicago (1950–1955). 
The couple raised three children, sons Alan and Mark and 
daughter Wynne.2 

After witnessing the ruthless efficiency of the Nazi 
propaganda machine that aided Adolph Hitler’s rise to 
power, Hayakawa was inspired to write Language in 
Action (1941), a book that cemented his reputation as a 
semanticist. Selected by the Book of the Month Club, it 
was eventually revised as Language in Thought and Action 
(1949) and remained a popular text for many decades. 
Working from the intellectual foundations laid by the 
Polish semanticist Alfred Korzybski, Hayakawa’s principal 
thrust was that words are not the same as reality ; while 
language can be used to approximate reality, it may also be 
used to obscure it. The success of the book helped establish 
Hayakawa in the field and earned him an academic 
appointment. In the mid-1950s, after discriminatory state 
laws were abolished, Hayakawa and his family moved to 
California, where he joined the faculty at San Francisco 
State College (now University) as a professor of English. 

Hayakawa rose to national prominence during an 
era of collegiate unrest in which thousands of young 
Americans protested the Vietnam War and fought for civil 
rights reforms. The Bay Area had become something of a 
social justice incubator, and in 1968 San Francisco State 
students, as part of a larger call to improve diversity on 
campus, initiated a strike to support an African-American 
teacher who had been suspended. After the school 
suspended classes and the college president stepped down 
that November, Hayakawa sat on the faculty committee to 
find a successor. He became a vocal critic of the protestors. 
“What my colleagues seem to be forgetting is [that] we also 
have an obligation to the 17,500 or more students—white, 
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black, yellow and brown—who are not on strike and have 
every right to expect continuation of their education.” 
The college trustees, with the support of then Governor 
of California Ronald Reagan, named Hayakawa as acting 
president of San Francisco State on November 28, 1968. 

When classes resumed a few days later, the protests 
intensified. Hayakawa called in the police, who arrested 
dozens of student demonstrators. With television cameras 
rolling, Hayakawa scrambled onto a sound truck the 
protestors had commandeered and ripped the cords out 
of the loudspeaker. The image of a diminutive college 
administrator wearing a tam-o’-shanter, uncowed by 
student radicals resonated with Americans who had wearied 
of college protests and the anti-Vietnam War movement. 
The strikes and class stoppages continued for months, but 
Hayakawa was resolute throughout, gaining wide name 
recognition (the public knew him thereafter as “Samurai 
Sam”) and plaudits from state and national politicians. To 
defuse tensions, he made some concessions, such as creating 
a black studies department. In July 1969, college trustees 
named him the permanent university president, and he held 
the position until he retired in 1973.3  

As a young man, Hayakawa aligned with Democrats 
squarely in the New Deal coalition, which tackled the 
economic crisis of the 1930s and gave America its social 
safety net. But over time he became more conservative, 
partly in reaction to the counterculture of the 1960s and 
partly to protest the expansion of federal government social 
programs as part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great 
Society. He became a lightning rod for liberal faculty, who 
he said “deserted” him during the campus-wide protests. 
It all made him rethink his longtime political affiliation. 
“When I kept the university open for the benefit of our 
students and faculty, I thought I was doing a liberal thing,” 
Hayakawa wrote years later. “I don’t know anything more 
liberal than to maintain education for all who want it.”4 
He formally registered as Republican in June 1973, the day 
after he retired as college president. The government, he 
had come to believe, was risking the health of the nation by 
“redistributing income” and “rewarding the unsuccessful.”5 
“You should govern a great nation as you fry a small fish,” 

Hayakawa said, echoing the Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu, 
“with only a little amount of stirring.”6

Three years after retiring, Hayakawa decided to try 
to unseat California’s junior Senator, Democrat John 
V. Tunney, and announced his candidacy for the GOP 
nomination on January 20, 1976. It was his first campaign 
for any elected office, and he introduced himself as a 
“Republican unpredictable.”7 Observers described it as a 
“low-key” effort by a political neophyte against a field of 
seasoned political veterans, but Hayakawa drew on a strong 
conservative backlash against the social unrest of the era. “I 
think the triumph of the New Left in the 1960s was really 
a blow against certain basic American values,” he explained 
to a reporter. “One individual can do damn little about it, 
I suppose. This is some sort of moral gesture on my part. 
For after all, it seems to me the Senate is a platform from 
which you can preach.”8 

He campaigned in what were traditionally heavily 
Republican parts of the state, mainly in Orange and 
San Diego Counties, on a platform that opposed big 
government and deficit spending.9 His principal primary 
opponents were eight-term U.S. Representative Alphonzo 
Bell Jr., and Robert Finch, a former lieutenant governor 
and cabinet member in the Richard Nixon administration. 
Finch and Bell did not take Hayakawa’s under-the-radar 
candidacy seriously. Late in the campaign they scrambled 
to make up ground by hammering at the front-runner’s 
age—Hayakawa would turn 70 before the general 
election.10 The strategy failed. Hayakawa’s rivals split 
enough of the vote to allow the former academician to 
prevail. On June 8, 1976, Hayakawa captured 38 percent 
of the vote to 26 and 23 percent, respectively, for Finch 
and Bell.11

Hayakawa’s general election opponent, Senator 
Tunney, had served three terms in the U.S. House of 
Representatives, representing a Riverside district, before 
winning election to the Senate in 1970. Tunney, however, 
struggled in his first term. Liberals criticized him for 
supporting big agribusiness, a logical position for him, 
given his House district based in the Imperial Valley. 
Conservatives did not like his generally liberal voting 
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record, and the press often depicted the divorced Tunney 
as a playboy.12 During the 1976 Democratic primary, the 
former student activist Tom Hayden managed to poll 41 
percent of the vote against him.13

Hayakawa’s 1976 Senate campaign cemented his 
reputation as an iconoclast. At times, the candidate cast 
himself as a “political innocent,” which had an appeal 
in the aftermath of Watergate. He embraced the role of 
being the people’s candidate. “I admit it,” he noted late 
in the campaign, “I’m a folk hero.”14 He donned the 
colorful knit tam-o’-shanter that had been his trademark 
at San Francisco State and even named a campaign train 
that whisked him from stop to stop along the California 
coast as the “Tam-O’-Shanter Express.”15 His enthusiastic 
departure from the niceties of politics and his free-
swinging responses broadened his appeal across party lines, 
particularly in a state where voters often split the ticket in 
presidential election years. When told that McDonald’s 
restaurant chain operated 100 franchise restaurants in 
Japan, he replied, “What a terrible revenge for Pearl 
Harbor.” On the hot-button issue of returning control of 
the Panama Canal to the Panamanians, Hayakawa chirped, 
“We should keep it. We stole it fair and square.” When 
student radicals heckled him at a campaign appearance, 
he asked the crowd, “Do the rest of you want to hear my 
speech?” When the crowd replied resoundingly that they 
did, Hayakawa shot back, “Well, would you tell those 
bastards to shut up?”16 

Though he started out as a decided underdog against 
Tunney, Hayakawa had the momentum. “There is no 
way for Hayakawa to win this election but he’s going 
to,” observed Franklyn (Lyn) Nofziger, an aide to Ronald 
Reagan, in the weeks leading up to Election Day.17 
Hayakawa prevailed by a narrow 3 percent margin of 
victory, 50 to 47.18 Still, some believed that a man who 
had spent his life parsing the English language and who 
had little practical experience would have a hard time 
transitioning to the U.S. Senate. Colman McCarthy 
observed shortly afterward, “Hayakawa, the politician, 
may prove to be much less effective than Hayakawa, the 
semanticist. His campaign was anything but the age of 

enlightenment revisited, and he defeated a man whose 
work in the Senate had at least some substance.”19

Tunney resigned from the Senate two days before 
the start of the 95th Congress (1977–1979) so that the 
governor could appoint Hayakawa in the waning hours 
of the 94th Congress (1975–1977) and give him seniority 
over the incoming class of Senate freshmen.20 His initial 
assignments were on the Interior and Insular Affairs 
Committee and Agriculture and Forestry Committee (later 
renamed Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry). He kept 
the Agriculture assignment for his entire term, but within 
a month left Insular Affairs for seats on both the Budget 
Committee and the Human Resources Committee. At the 
opening of the 96th Congress (1979–1981), he traded in 
both those assignments for a seat on the Foreign Relations 
Committee, where he served the duration of his term in 
office. In the 97th Congress (1981–1983), Hayakawa also 
was assigned to the Select Committee on Small Business, 
which became a standing committee two months after the 
start of the session.

In his first year, Hayakawa addressed economic issues 
affecting California. His first legislative effort was a bill 
friendly to the Pacific tuna fleet that frequently killed 
porpoises in its nets and led to protests by environmental 
groups. His bill provided a “technological solution” to 
the problem and called for a gradual plan that sought to 
loosen restrictions of the Marine Mammal Protection 
Act. Hayakawa sought to provide money for further 
study of the problem and, rather than bar porpoise kills 
outright, suggested that the tuna catch be reduced only 
if the porpoise population continued to decline.21 He 
also supported building the B-1 bomber, a Cold War Era 
supersonic aircraft that carried nuclear weapons, since many 
of the plane’s components were manufactured in California.

The same plainspokenness and quirkiness that won him 
votes back home undercut his effectiveness in the U.S. 
Senate. Hayakawa had an aloof and generally uncooperative 
working relationship with Alan Cranston, California’s senior 
Senator and the Democratic Whip. Initially, Cranston 
described Hayakawa’s potential in the Senate this way : “He’s 
unpredictable and will cast a lot of good votes and a lot of 
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bad votes. I don’t know how it will add up, but it’s great to 
have a senator who’s individualistic and different.” But the 
partnership was not helped by public gaffes. At a committee 
hearing that both men attended on a California wilderness 
bill, for instance, Cranston and Hayakawa openly disagreed 
on it. Hayakawa compounded the awkward encounter 
when giving remarks against the proposal and nodding at 
Cranston and saying, “I’m delighted to be here with my 
colleague from Wisconsin.”22 

Observers complained that Hayakawa had hired 
an eclectic staff ill-prepared to handle the rigors of 
representing a huge state like California. Nearing the end 
of his first year in office, Senate insiders suggested that his 
name “still conjures up more curiosity than clout” and 
that the professor had been a poor student in learning 
the institution’s folkways.23 The press made hay with his 
habit of napping on the job, first in orientation classes 
for freshman Senators and, in the years that followed, in 
committee hearings.24 “I have a low threshold of boredom,” 
Hayakawa quipped.25  

A year into his term, Hayakawa wrote an essay for 
Harper’s Weekly in which he gainsaid the wisdom of his 
own appointment to the Senate Budget Committee. 
“This was ironic because I have the greatest difficulty 
balancing my own checkbook, and my wife handles our 
investments,” Hayakawa noted. “Putting me on the Budget 
Committee when I don’t understand money at all seemed 
to me to be appallingly irresponsible on the part of the 
United States Senate.” He added, though, that after being 
on the committee for several months, he discovered that 
work on a committee that he described as being comprised 
of free spenders only involved simple math. “It’s all simple 
addition,” Hayakawa deadpanned. “You don’t even have to 
know subtraction.”26  

By the late summer of 1977, Hayakawa already had 
backed away from the campaign trail rhetoric opposing 
the transfer of control of the Panama Canal. He claimed 
that, while his laugh line on stealing it got all the press, his 
more serious remarks about finding a pragmatic solution 
to the impasse were ignored. Moreover, Hayakawa insisted 
he always believed that “our policies toward Panama had 

to be examined in the general framework of our relations 
with the other countries of Latin America.”27 As such, he 
believed President Jimmy Carter’s proposal to relinquish 
control of the canal was sound and could improve U.S. 
relations with Panama and the rest of Central America.28 
On March 16, 1978, Hayakawa voted with the majority to 
return control of the canal to Panama.29

But Hayakawa’s political positions on several hot-
button ethnic and cultural issues began to erode his 
support among California voters. In 1979 he opposed the 
Japanese American Citizens League (JACL), which called 
for the U.S. government to redress civil rights violations 
committed against Japanese Americans relocated from the 
West Coast during World War II. Hayakawa described 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s executive order as being borne 
not principally of racism, but of “wartime necessity” and 
“the essence of prudence.” He added that the relocation 
camps sped up a process whereby Japanese Americans were 
“integrated into [U.S.] society faster than any other non-
English-speaking ethnic group in our history. The camps, 
unjust though they were, forced the Japanese Americans 
to break out of the West Coast and into the American 
mainstream.”30 Critics howled in protest not the least 
because the Canadian-born Hayakawa neither suffered that 
uprooting nor fought in the U.S. military in the Second 
World War. 

Late in Hayakawa’s Senate career, as the congressionally 
mandated Commission on Wartime Relocation and 
Internment of Civilians (CWRIC) prepared to release 
its report, the JACL continued to call for reparations 
of $25,000 per individual interned, a nearly $3 billion 
outlay. On the 41st anniversary of the surprise attack on 
Pearl Harbor, Hayakawa took to the Senate Floor to note 
that “my flesh crawls with shame and embarrassment” at 
proposed reparations. He reminded Japanese Americans of 
their successful integration into American society vis-à-vis 
other ethnic groups and their relative level of wealth and 
educational achievement and warned that, in an era of 
budget constraints and widespread public concern about 
Japanese economic gains versus the United States, such a 
program would invite a “backlash.”31 Ultimately, CWRIC 
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recommended reparations along with an acknowledgement 
of the federal government’s violation of Japanese-American 
civil rights that were eventually embodied in the Civil 
Liberties Act signed into law by President Ronald Reagan 
in August 1988. 

Hayakawa’s views on economic issues, infused with 
the perspectives of an educator who had spent decades 
working with young people, reflected mainstream 
Republican thinking about the value of the free market 
and the problems with welfare. In 1977 he opposed raising 
the national minimum wage, arguing that it would have 
an adverse impact on teenage boys because, when facing 
elevated wages, employers would cut their workforces. 
This would hurt particularly minority youth for whom 
jobs represented economic gain, social advancement, and 
an opportunity for personal growth. “If an affluent society 
does not provide boys with challenges,” Hayakawa told 
colleagues on the Senate Floor, “they are compelled by 
inner necessity to improvise their own.”32 

In 1978 he authored a bill to provide incentives to 
small-business owners to hire teenagers in urban areas. 
By the early 1980s, Hayakawa advocated reducing the 
entry-level minimum wage for teenagers, a time at which 
it was $3.35 per hour. Amid cries that his plan would 
create a pool of cheap labor, Hayakawa countered that 
early employment opportunities presented a crucial step to 
integrating teenagers into society and steering them away 
from trouble.33 

In 1982, amidst a steep economic recession, Hayakawa 
argued that the “voluntarily unemployed”—those people 
not looking for jobs or those passing up positions that 
paid too little—ought to be removed from the food stamp 
program. The proposal, he admitted, “may seem to lack 
compassion. However, it is the other way around. The 
Government is lacking compassion by encouraging people 
to remain idle.… Lost are the opportunities to gain a 
foothold on the economic ladder and to obtain the basic 
dignity and self-respect derived from being a productive 
member of society.”34

Given his experience as a school administrator, 
Hayakawa was an unsurprisingly assertive opponent of 

federal mandates at all levels of the U.S. education system. 
He opposed school busing as a means to desegregate 
schools and wanted to prohibit federal payments to colleges 
with affirmative action policies, a position which he voiced 
consistently throughout his Senate career. In April 1979, 
he took to the Senate Floor to deride the “foolishness” 
of “forcing preferential quotas” on U.S. universities. His 
experience as a university president led him to resent such 
policies, and as a Senator he sought to defund programs 
implemented by the Department of Health, Education, 
and Welfare that supported affirmative action. He argued, 
in part, that such policies undercut the intent of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 and had eroded higher education. 
“In recent years Washington has pushed its foot in the 
schoolhouse door and created new and sophisticated 
priorities,” Hayakawa told his colleagues. “Every priority 
they throw in interferes with the educational process.”35

Hayakawa repeatedly derided bilingualism efforts in 
schools and, in April 1981, proposed a constitutional 
amendment to make English the official language of the 
United States. He argued, in part, that English proficiency 
was the great equalizer that helped immigrants assimilate 
and succeed in the United States : “Participation in the 
common language has rapidly made available to each new 
group the political and economic benefit of American 
society.”36 While Hayakawa supported learning other 
languages, he opposed the tendency of new immigrants in 
school to be taught primarily in their native language. He 
also opposed bilingual ballot provisions, which, he argued, 
conflicted with naturalization requirements that mandated 
basic English proficiency. In early 1981, he submitted a bill 
to repeal the bilingual requirements of the Voting Rights 
Act extension of 1975.37 At the heart of his proposals, 
he once explained, was an attempt to “prevent a growing 
split among ethnic groups based on their native languages. 
With each trying to become more powerful than the other, 
the function of language could change from a means of 
communication to a tool of cultural assertion.”38

In early 1982, Hayakawa announced that he would 
not seek re-election to a second term. “I make this choice 
without urging or pressure from anyone except my own 

42940_07-APA-MP2.indd   393 2/13/2018   11:59:07 AM



394  H   ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

H  samuel ichiye (sam) hayakawa  H

internal imperative to turn in a record of solid legislative 
achievement as my small contribution to the history of 
the state,” Hayakawa said. At the time, polls indicated 
that he was badly trailing the field of candidates for the 
nomination, including San Diego Mayor Pete Wilson, who 
would go on to succeed him in the Senate.39 

After Congress, Hayakawa founded the group U.S. 
English, a political lobbying organization devoted to 
“preserving the unifying role of English” in the United 
States.40 Hayakawa resided in Mill Valley, California, and 
passed away February 27, 1992, in Greenbrae. Senator 
Mark Hatfield of Oregon eulogized him as “a man who 
had the strength of character to fight unabashedly for what 
he believed in and for what he felt in his heart was in the 
best interest of the Nation.”41
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DEMO CRAT FROM HAWAII

A s the first Native Hawaiian in the U.S. Senate, 
Daniel K. Akaka used his genial nature and 
influence in committee to effect change on the 

national stage. During his 36 years of service in the House 
and Senate, Akaka built up significant loyalty in Hawaii 
and within the Democratic Party. However, success eluded 
him on his signature piece of legislation, a law elevating 
Native Hawaiians to tribal status with all the privileges 
commensurate with that designation. “I am not a born 
politician,” Akaka said of his congressional experience. 
“People tell me I have to be feisty to get my way in Congress. 
But that’s not my style. I use my Hawaiian abilities and the 
spirit of Aloha that brings people together.”1

Daniel Kahikina Akaka was born on September 11, 
1924, in Honolulu, Hawaii, the son of Kahikina Akaka 
and Annie Kahoa. His ethnic Chinese father processed 
sugar and worked as a molder for the Honolulu Ironworks. 
His Native Hawaiian mother was a homemaker who 
raised Daniel and his seven brothers and sisters. The family 
lived in a two-bedroom home with a separate building 
for the kitchen, cooking on a wood stove.2 Akaka’s family 
was devoutly religious, a quality that stayed with Akaka 
throughout his life. He briefly considered following 
his older brother, Abraham, into the ministry before 
committing himself to education. He remained close with 
Abraham, whom he invited to act as a guest chaplain in the 
House in 1977 and the Senate in 1991.3

Akaka attended public schools in Honolulu and 
graduated from the Kamehameha School for Boys in 1942. 
After high school, he followed in his father’s footsteps 
and began working as a civilian welder and mechanic 
for the Hawaiian Electric Company. He joined the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers upon being drafted in 1945 and 
received an honorable discharge from the Army in 1947. 
He then served as the first mate on the schooner Morning 

Star out of Hawaii for a year. In 1948 Akaka married Mary 
Mildred Chong, with whom he had five children, Alan, 
Millannie, Daniel Jr., Nicholas, and Gerard.

After his year at sea, Akaka attended the University of 
Hawaii, where he received a bachelor’s degree in education 
in 1952, using benefits from the GI Bill to pay his way. 
Akaka earned his professional certificate in secondary 
education and began teaching in 1953 at Kahuku High 
School. He then moved on to Pearl Harbor Intermediate 
School and ended his teaching career in elementary schools 
in suburban Oahu in 1960. After acquiring his professional 
school administrator’s certificate, Akaka transitioned 
into school administration. He had also worked for the 
Hawaii department of education as an education program 
specialist beginning in 1953, a position he held for 18 
years.4 While working as a principal in the Oahu school 
system, Akaka completed a master’s degree in education 
from the University of Hawaii in 1966. Three years later 
Akaka became chief program planner for compensatory 
education for the Hawaii department of education. From 
1971 to 1974, he served as director of the Hawaii office of 
economic opportunity. 

Akaka’s ascension through the ranks of the Hawaii 
education department caught the attention of longtime 
Democratic godfather Governor John Burns.5 Constantly 
on the lookout for fresh talent, Burns regularly invited 
Akaka to the governor’s mansion to eat breakfast and 
discuss the need for a Native-Hawaiian presence in 
politics. “I had never thought about it before then,” Akaka 
admitted.6 Incapacitated by cancer late in his third term, 
Burns urged Akaka to transition from administration to 
politics. In 1974 Akaka ran in the Democratic primary 
to be George R. Ariyoshi’s running mate for governor. 
Ariyoshi specifically wanted Akaka on the ticket for 
lieutenant governor as a Native Hawaiian. 
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Maintaining a careful ethnic balance in Hawaiian 
politics had long been a common practice carefully 
managed by party elites. However, Akaka entered the 
campaign late and was defeated by Nelson Doi, who went 
on to win the election for lieutenant governor alongside 
Ariyoshi. Ariyoshi then hired Akaka as a special assistant in 
the governor’s office, where he served from 1975 to 1976.7 
Akaka’s political interest in helping Native Hawaiians 
began as Governor Ariyoshi’s aide when he was directed 
to organize a program under the Native American Act in 
Hawaii. During this time, he helped forge the beginnings 
of ALU LIKE, a nonprofit organization formed to help 
increase opportunities and standards of living for Native 
Hawaiians while preserving their unique culture.8

A chain of events created a giant vacuum on the 
national level for Hawaii when Senator Hiram L. Fong 
retired in 1976. Both of Hawaii’s U.S. Representatives, 
Spark M. Matsunaga and Patsy Takemoto Mink, 
announced their candidacies to replace the Senator, setting 
off an intraparty fight among Democrats and opening up 
both of Hawaii’s congressional seats. Akaka declared his 
candidacy for Mink’s seat, which included most of the land 
outside the population center of Honolulu except for the 
smaller northwestern islands. He faced Republican Hank 
Inouye (no relation to Senator Daniel K. Inouye) among 
other third-party candidates. Akaka ran away with the 
election, securing 80 percent of the vote.9

A liberal Democrat, Akaka tended to vote the party line 
on the majority of legislation, which helped him advance 
within the House. Though he often differentiated himself 
from his party by supporting defense programs largely 
due to the military bases on Hawaiian soil, Akaka voted 
with party leadership on issues they deemed essential. As 
one example, Akaka was crucial to a successful attempt by 
Democratic leadership to block President Ronald Reagan’s 
funding for the MX missile. Akaka initially voted for the 
bill, but changed his mind when Illinois Democrat Marty 
Russo carried him from a phone booth to the chamber to 
change his vote.10

Akaka developed a “Hawaiian style” rapport with his 
House colleagues. He rejected a more showy or flashy style 

on the Hill, instead becoming more well known among 
Members of Congress for his soft-spoken, but affable, 
manner. Akaka devoted his time in the House to acquiring 
funding for his home state and focusing on Hawaiian 
issues, appearing “quietly competent” without gaining 
visibility either nationally or broadly across Hawaii.11 

As a freshman House Member, Akaka was tapped 
to serve on four separate committees, including the 
Agriculture Committee and the Merchant Marine and 
Fisheries Committee, both key assignments to oversee 
legislation affecting Hawaiian industries. Akaka’s longest 
service was on the Select Committee on Narcotics Abuse 
and Control, where he spent much of his time attempting 
to draw attention to the drug abuse problems on the 
islands and writing harsher sentences for dealers.12 His 
broader agenda included protection of the sugar and 
merchant marine industries in Hawaii and fostering a 
stronger relationship between Hawaii and the federal 
government. Akaka specifically developed a reputation for 
being a friend of federal workers, who comprised a large 
part of his constituency. From 1978 through his final 
House election in 1988, Akaka never received fewer than 
75 percent of the vote. Akaka never went uncontested and 
usually faced a Libertarian opponent, but for many of these 
elections, Republicans failed to put forward an opponent.13

Akaka entered Congress with the hope of securing 
a seat on the Appropriations Committee, but was told 
not to expect much, coming from a small state. He 
recognized the difficulty of his position. “You cannot get 
into the committee unless somebody dies, or somebody 
resigns or leaves the House.” When a seat did open up 
during his second term, Akaka aggressively pursued it 
and reminded Speaker Tip O’Neill of Massachusetts of 
his unwavering loyalty. “I think that made a difference,” 
Akaka recalled, “because the next day, Charlie Rangel 
[of New York] called me and said, ‘Danny, you’re in.’ ”14 
From the Appropriations Committee and its Agriculture 
Subcommittee, Akaka supported the causes of the sugar 
and pineapple industry, tourism, and environmental 
protection, issues that loomed large for his constituency. 
He also continued his advocacy for Native Hawaiians. 
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Akaka focused on that behind-the-scenes approach to 
legislating particularly through his seat on the House 
Appropriations Committee, where he coordinated 
with fellow Hawaiian Daniel Inouye on the Senate 
Appropriations Committee.

When Senator Spark Matsunaga died in 1990, 
Governor John Waihee III appointed Representative Akaka 
to finish out Matsunaga’s unexpired term. Akaka delayed 
taking the Senate oath of office in order to ensure House 
passage of funding for various projects relevant to Hawaii, 
using his seat on the powerful Appropriations Committee. 
It was unlikely he would be in the same position to 
influence legislation upon entering the Senate.15

Akaka’s appointment officially began on May 16, 1990, 
but he still had to weather a special election in November 
to fill the remaining four years of Matsunaga’s term. His 
fellow Representative from Hawaii, moderate Republican 
Patricia Saiki, declared her candidacy to challenge Akaka, 
and polls placed them in a dead heat. Saiki entered the 
race with the full backing of the George H. W. Bush 
presidential administration. With the potential to retake 
the Senate in 1990, Republicans made the contest a top 
priority. Akaka waved off the President’s endorsement of 
his opponent, “I know what I’m up against : the White 
House. I don’t think they know what they’re up against.”16 

Saiki, with support from the national party, led Akaka in 
the polls as late as October. While the campaign between the 
two former teachers remained largely polite and, therefore, 
true to Hawaiian “Aloha” values, Akaka hit hard on his early 
Senate service, particularly his work for the sugar industry 
as well as his party bona fides, in an overwhelmingly 
Democratic state. “If it were not for the Democrats and the 
Democratic majority in Congress, Hawaii would suffer,” 
Akaka claimed.17 In his tightest race since 1976, Akaka won 
with 54 percent of the vote, surpassing media expectations.18 
Surprisingly, he drew large Japanese-American support 
despite Representative Saiki’s prominent position within that 
influential Hawaiian community.

Akaka made an immediate impression in the Senate 
by passing an amendment in the Energy and Natural 
Resources Committee to rename a scientific research bill in 

honor of the late Senator Matsunaga, who had authored it. 
In July Akaka led the effort to defeat New Jersey Senator 
Bill Bradley’s proposal to lower sugar price supports. 
Bradley’s amendment to the annual farm bill would lower 
price supports for sugar by 2 cents a pound. Bradley 
denounced the support as “the S&L of the farm program,” 
a reference to the bankrupt savings and loan industry.19 
Akaka built a bipartisan coalition to defeat the measure, 
and his motion to table Bradley’s amendment passed 54 to 
44 on July 24, 1990. After his success, Akaka proudly said 
of his maneuver against Bradley, a former basketball star, 
“I’m only 5-feet-7, but I slam-dunked him.” He touted his 
triumph as proof of his legislative effectiveness in the 1990 
special election.20

Akaka was initially appointed to three committees in 
the 101st Congress (1989–1991) : Energy and Natural 
Resources ; Veterans’ Affairs ; and Governmental Affairs.21 
He served on the latter two committees throughout his 
tenure in the Senate. His reputation as an ally of federal 
employees grew out of his position on the Governmental 
Affairs Committee, renamed the Committee on Homeland 
Security and Governmental Affairs in 2005 in response to 
the executive reorganization in the wake of the September 
11, 2001, attacks. He chaired the Federal Workforce 
Subcommittee and regularly reached across the aisle on 
behalf of federal employees alongside Senators George 
Voinovich of Ohio and Susan Collins of Maine, both 
Republicans. Akaka often referred to Voinovich as a 
“brother,” and he engineered whistleblower protection 
legislation with Senator Collins. 

Akaka was the primary sponsor on the Whistleblower 
Protection Enhancement Act of 2012, which passed the 
Senate by unanimous consent. Federal worker groups 
credit him for streamlining the federal hiring process, 
encouraging telework options, and shepherding to passage 
the Non-Foreign Area Retirement Equity Assurance Act of 
2009, which shifted federal employees in Hawaii, Alaska, 
and U.S. territories from broad nonforeign cost-of-living 
adjustments to fairer locality pay levels. The president of 
the Partnership for Public Service lauded Akaka, “He’s not 
flashy, but he is immensely substantive.”22
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Akaka served on the Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs 
Committee during the 107th Congress (2001–2003) and 
again during his final term from 2007 through 2013. Akaka 
helped to develop the Dodd–Frank Wall Street Reform and 
Consumer Protection Act in 2010, authoring the section 
of the bill establishing the Office of Financial Education 
in the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and creating 
grant programs for consumer education. 

Akaka attempted to offer alternatives to predatory 
financial products like high-interest payday loans. Long 
an advocate of financial literacy and education, Akaka 
also sponsored the Excellence in Economic Education 
Act (S. 1487) in the 106th Congress (1999–2001), which 
provided federal funding for teacher training and school 
activities for economic education. Much of his bill passed 
as part of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2002. 

Akaka also sponsored the Credit Card Minimum Payment 
Warning Act, much of which found its way into the Credit 
Card Accountability Responsibility and Disclosure Act of 
2009. The relevant portions necessitated a box, referred to by 
his colleagues as the “Akaka Box,” on credit card statements 
that simply displayed the minimum payments required to 
pay an outstanding balance within 36 months.23

As a member of the Senate Veterans’ Affairs Committee 
(1990–2013), Akaka helped to expand federal support for 
veterans and honor their service with education benefits 
and medal awards. In 1996 he launched a review of World 
War II records which led to more than 30 medals being 
distributed in 2000 to retroactively honor the service of 
Asian-American soldiers, including Senator Inouye. As 
chairman of the committee (2007–2011), Akaka pushed the 
panel to authorize the largest increase ever in funding for the 
Veterans Administration in 2007. Akaka collaborated with 
Virginia Senator Jim Webb to rework the GI Bill for veterans 
of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Akaka and Inouye 
also provided compensation for Filipino veterans who 
fought under the U.S. flag in World War II. After many 
different iterations of the Filipino veterans’ bill, the pair 
finally secured funding in the 2009 stimulus bill through 
a combined effort, using their positions on the Veterans’ 
Affairs and Appropriations Committees.24

Despite having a hand in major pieces of legislation, 
much of Akaka’s work happened behind the scenes to 
support his state and fellow Asian Americans. “You 
don’t see him introducing legislation or much important 
legislation,” a political observer once noted. “He rarely 
speaks on the floor. He might be effectively talking one 
on one with other senators, but no one would see that.”25 
Akaka arranged for a Federal Emergency Management 
Agency office to be located in Hawaii in 1993 following 
Hurricane Iniki.26 He maintained an interest in the 
protection of the natural Hawaiian environment, and he 
lobbied for the creation of new national parks. Akaka also 
supported prohibiting the use of U.S. territories in the 
Pacific as nuclear waste disposal sites, safeguards against 
introduction of alien species to Hawaii, and the foundation 
of the Spark M. Matsunaga Renewable Energy and Ocean 
Technology Center at Keahole Point.27

With his Senate appointment in 1990, Akaka 
became the first Native Hawaiian to serve in that body. 
Throughout his Senate career, Akaka devoted considerable 
effort to representing Asian Americans broadly and Native 
Hawaiians specifically. Akaka helped found the Asian 
Pacific American Caucus in 1994 and briefly served as its 
secretary. In 1997 Akaka delivered a stirring condemnation 
of anti-Asian prejudice on the Senate Floor, specifically 
denouncing the belittling of Asian-American contributions 
to the political process in the wake of fundraising scandals 
featuring Asian-American businessmen and politicians.28 

In 1993 Akaka secured congressional and presidential 
apologies for the U.S.-backed 1893 overthrow of the 
Hawaiian monarchy. Senators Akaka and Inouye both 
lamented the nature of the kingdom’s toppling as a cultural 
loss. After little debate, the resolution (S.J. Res. 19) passed 
65 to 34.29 Akaka introduced the Senate version (S. 1763) 
of the Stand Against Violence and Empower Native 
Women Act in 2011, which was folded into the Violence 
Against Women Act in 2013, extending protections to 
Native-American and Native-Hawaiian women.30

His signature legislation grew out of his support for 
Native Hawaiians. Serving on the Permanent Select 
Committee on Indian Affairs, Akaka threw his weight 
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behind indigenous Hawaiians following a 2000 Supreme 
Court ruling that struck down a Hawaiian practice in 
which state officials responsible for dispensing aid to Native 
Hawaiians were elected by Native Hawaiians. The Court 
deemed unconstitutional the racial basis for determining 
these voters. Less than six months later, Senator Akaka and 
Hawaii Representative Neil Abercrombie first introduced 
the Native Hawaiian Government Reorganization Act, 
which became known over time as the “Akaka Bill.” The 
bill reconstituted the Kingdom of Hawaii as a Native-
Hawaiian tribal unit similar to other Native-American 
tribes in the United States, allowing for “government-to-
government” interactions and other privileges extended to 
Native-American tribes.31

Proponents of the original legislation argued that Native 
Hawaiians faced discrimination and loss of opportunity 
because they lacked the long history of treaties that tribes 
on the mainland had made with the federal government.32 
Hawaiian Representative Mazie K. Hirono pointed out 
in 2007 that indigenous Hawaiians, while having no 
treaties with the federal government, did have a long 
history of federal statutes providing unique protections 
for them as a group. In essence, she argued, the bill would 
be an extension of current federal policy since the United 
States already treated Native Hawaiians as an indigenous 
group.33 Opponents claimed the bill could lead to “an 
impermissible racial preference in the establishment and 
operation of a government entity” and likened it to “the 
ethnic Balkanization of the country.”34 

A specific grievance levied against the Akaka bill noted 
that, unlike other native tribes, Native Hawaiians tended 
not to live together in one community continuously, but 
would be accounted for essentially by race, according to 
this legislation.35 Akaka himself said in the 2009 hearing 
on the bill that the legislation was merely intended to 
provide parity, to grant only the same privileges to Native 
Hawaiians already provided to other native tribes.36 

Senator John Ensign of Nevada feared that the bill 
would lead to legal gambling on Native-Hawaiian land 
and repeatedly placed holds on it. In response, Akaka led 
the Hawaiian delegation in inserting a provision into the 

bill that prevented any new Native-Hawaiian government 
from authorizing gambling.37 Akaka gathered support 
from an overwhelming majority of Democrats and several 
Republicans, including allies in Alaska and Republican 
Governor Linda Lingle of Hawaii. However, President 
George W. Bush promised to veto the bill. As a result, it 
languished in Senate committees. 

The original bill passed the House in 2000 and 2007, 
but never made it to a vote on the Senate Floor. Akaka 
reintroduced the bill each Congress following the 107th 
Congress. It briefly gained some traction during the 2008 
presidential campaign. Then Senator Barack Obama, 
who was born in Hawaii, spent much of his youth there, 
and attended high school in Honolulu, vowed to sign the 
Akaka bill, if elected. Akaka grew more optimistic about 
the measure’s prospects after the 2008 elections increased 
the Democratic majority in the Senate and ushered Obama 
into the presidency. 38 

After the bill stagnated under anonymous holds in the 
Senate for much of the 111th Congress (2009–2011), the 
Department of Justice requested revisions in 2010. Governor 
Lingle rejected those revisions and withdrew her support 
from the bill, which shrank Republican support in the 
Senate.39 Unable to overcome Republican opposition, Akaka’s 
efforts sputtered at the close of the 111th Congress. He 
reintroduced the bill in the 112th Congress (2011–2013), 
but had no real expectations of passage. 

During the struggles to reconcile the bill in 2010, Akaka 
said of the legislation, “Over the last 10 years we have held 
hearings, considered various versions of the bill, and marked 
it up in both chambers. We believe we have a bill that is 
constitutionally viable, and a bill that can be supported by 
all.”40 Akaka continued to support the effort through his 
waning days in the Senate. After his colleague Daniel Inouye 
died on December 17, 2012, Akaka again pushed in vain for 
passage of the bill in honor of his late friend, who had been a 
major proponent of the legislation.41

Akaka’s quiet, but constant, service in the Senate 
guaranteed him wide margins in his first two re-election 
campaigns ; he carried more than 70 percent of the vote in 
both 1994 and 2000.42 In 2006, however, he faced his only 
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real electoral test since his 1990 special election. Voicing 
concerns about the age of Hawaii’s two Senators, who were 
both more than 80 years old at the time, Representative 
Ed Case challenged Senator Akaka in the Democratic 
primary. “We have to think how we will move on, we 
want to have control how we move forward,” Case said in 
his announcement, setting himself up as the vanguard of 
Hawaii’s next generation of leaders. He also claimed a more 
moderate voting record than Akaka. 

The rest of Hawaii’s Democrats were unprepared for 
the announcement, and Inouye immediately requested 
that Case withdraw.43 Both the Hawaii and national 
Democratic establishment shut Case out, but he attracted 
the support of national business leaders. Despite raising 
roughly three times more in campaign donations than 
Case, Akaka felt threatened, as polls showed a surprisingly 
tight race. He spent the entire month leading up to 
the primary campaigning in Hawaii and focusing on 
Case’s assertion that he would have voted for the 2002 
authorization of force against Iraq, which Akaka had voted 
against.44 Akaka survived the primary, garnering 55 percent 
of the vote. Republicans expected Akaka to be weakened 
heading into the general election, but Akaka handily 
defeated opponent Cynthia Thielen in November with 61 
percent of the vote.

After the intense primary in 2006, Akaka decided not  
to run for re-election in 2012. He retired from Congress  
at the age of 88 and now resides in Pauoa Valley in 
Honolulu, Hawaii.
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R obert T. Matsui served in the House from 1979 
to 2005, but his earliest memories were of an 
internment camp where his family was separated 

and where they lived like prisoners, denied their most basic 
constitutional rights. That experience was formative for 
Matsui. “Adversity made [Matsui] stronger, and along the 
way he helped countless others to find strength as well,” 
noted an observer who reflected on Matsui’s long political 
career.1 A social liberal with a pro-market approach to 
trade, Matsui’s workhorse style of legislating earned the 
respect of his colleagues on both sides of the aisle during 
his 26 years in the House.  

Robert Takeo (Bob) Matsui was born on September 
17, 1941, in Sacramento, California, to Yasuji and Alice 
Matsui, less than three months before Japan’s surprise 
attack on Pearl Harbor.2 Both his parents were born in 
Sacramento. Following the U.S. declaration of war against 
Japan, six-month-old Robert Matsui and his family were 
evacuated from their hometown to an internment camp in 
April 1942 as part of the relocation of Japanese Americans 
from the Pacific Coast.3 Becoming family number 25261, 
the Matsui family initially was sent to the Tule Lake camp 
in Newell, California—a remote location in the extreme 
northeast corner of the state. Alice and Robert Matsui 
were moved to a camp in Caldwell, Idaho, while Yasuji 
was separated from his family and sent to a Weiser, Idaho, 
work camp. Alice Matsui gave birth to Robert’s sister, 
Barbara, at the Caldwell facility.4 Eventually, the Matsui 
family reunited and returned to Sacramento following 
their release three years later. Like most internees whose 
livelihoods were shattered, the Matsui’s lost their family 
produce business in Sacramento during internment. After 
the war, they had to rebuild their lives. 

Robert attended William Land Elementary School, 
California Junior High, and later graduated from  

C. K. McClatchy High School in Sacramento, California, 
in 1959. In 1963 he graduated from the University of 
California, Berkeley, with a degree in political science. At 
Berkeley, he met Doris Okada, another wartime internee 
who was born at an internment camp in Poston, Arizona.5 
In 1966 Matsui received his JD from the University of 
California, Hastings College of the Law, in San Francisco 
and practiced as a lawyer in Sacramento. Robert and Doris 
married in 1968 and had one son, Brian.  

As a young man studying at Berkeley in 1961, Matsui 
was motivated by the words of President John F. Kennedy’s 
inaugural address to enter into public service. Matsui 
felt inspired to “look beyond ourselves, and look to our 
community, our state, and our nation to see how we can 
improve the lot of every American.”6 At the age of 29, 
Matsui, a lawyer in a private practice, was encouraged to 
run for the Sacramento city council in 1971.7 Reflecting 
on this first election, Matsui said, “For historical purposes, 
I think it’s good to say people were coming to me, asking me 
to run, but the reality is that that’s not the way these things 
happen. You have to want it.”8 This election marked the first 
time the city council was divided into districts.  Matsui ran 
a grassroots campaign and won, earning the distinction as 
the first Japanese American to hold this position.9 He served 
until 1978, and his time on the council included a year as 
vice mayor of Sacramento in 1977.

Matsui also worked as the campaign manager for U.S. 
Representative John Moss’s 1972, 1974, and 1976 re-
election contests.10 After 13 terms in the House, Moss 
announced his retirement at the end of the 95th Congress 
(1977–1979) and suggested that Matsui run for the open 
seat.11 He seemed a natural fit. Like Moss, he was a liberal 
with a pro-business approach.12 Matsui won a tight, five-
way Democratic primary for the urban district, which 
encompassed the California state capital. In the general 
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election for the 96th Congress (1979–1981), Republican 
Sandy Smoley ran a competitive race against Matsui in the 
largely Democratic district. Speaker of the House Thomas 
P. (Tip) O’Neill of Massachusetts and President Jimmy 
Carter both stumped for Matsui, who struggled with name 
recognition in the campaign.13 Ultimately, Matsui prevailed 
by a margin of 13,000 votes, winning 53 percent of the 
total.14 “I think there [are] only a few times in a person’s 
life that they have an opportunity to do something very 
important and this is my opportunity,” he told a reporter 
after the election. “It might be frustrating, at the same 
time I can do it.”15 He won each of the next 12 general 
election campaigns by wide margins, and despite weighing 
a U.S. Senate run in 1990, remained in the House for the 
duration of his political career.

As a House freshman, Matsui initially was assigned to 
the Government Operations and Judiciary Committees. 
One year later, he left Judiciary and won a seat on the 
influential Interstate and Commerce Committee (later 
named Energy and Commerce), an assignment previously 
held by his predecessor John Moss.16 As a sophomore 
in the 97th Congress (1981–1983), Matsui left his 
other committee assignments for a post on the exclusive 
Ways and Means Committee and a spot on the Select 
Committee on Narcotics. In the 100th Congress (1987–
1989), Matsui left Narcotics, and in the 102nd Congress 
(1991–1993), he joined the Budget Committee.

It was with the assistance of the California delegation 
and House leadership that Matsui received the coveted 
Ways and Means seat.17 When he became the first 
Asian-American Member to serve on that panel, Dan 
Rostenkowski of Illinois, the committee’s autocratic 
chairman, commented that Matsui was philosophically “a 
pretty good package.”18 In 1993 Matsui became interim 
chair of the Ways and Means Subcommittee on Human 
Resources, succeeding Harold Ford Sr. of Tennessee.19 A 
year later, Matsui was tapped again to serve as an interim 
chair, this time on the Ways and Means Subcommittee on 
Trade when Sam Gibbons of Florida moved up to chair the 
full committee. “The trade subcommittee has a number 
of important issues to address this year, and it will take a 

concerted effort by our members to meet the challenges 
ahead of us,” Matsui said. “I have the utmost confidence in 
our committee’s ability to meet those challenges.”20 Matsui 
later left the Subcommittee on Trade and moved to the 
Subcommittee on Social Security.

On the Ways and Means Committee for most of his 
congressional career, Matsui used his knowledge of the 
tax code and the memory of his family’s experience with 
internment to help further social change and to look 
out for the needs of the most vulnerable Americans. In 
1985 Ways and Means took center stage as the Ronald 
Reagan administration pushed a plan to overhaul the tax 
code. With Matsui’s assistance, Chairman Rostenkowski 
managed to push through the politically difficult bill 
(H.R. 3838). The legislation—eventually signed into law 
as the Tax Reform Act of 1986—reduced the number 
of tax brackets, altered corporate tax rates, streamlined 
deductions, and increased personal tax exemptions.21 In an 
op-ed, Matsui argued that the bill, “is fairer and better than 
the current tax code.” He added, “It may not be perfect,” 
but “a whole lot more low- and middle-income Americans 
will be enjoying more of the fruits of their own labor.”22

Matsui also used his seat on the Ways and Means 
Committee to push for social equality. “If you think about 
welfare reform, if you think about the immigrant-bashing, 
if you think about Medicare/Medicaid cuts, essentially 
they’re going after the powerless groups that have no 
constituency that is vocal, that votes, that are involved 
in the political process,” he once observed.23 Matsui 
challenged the William J. (Bill) Clinton administration 
to ensure that its welfare reform proposals did not place 
unrealistic burdens on the recipients of federal aid. 
During Ways and Means subcommittee testimony in the 
103rd Congress, Matsui confronted officials from the 
Department of Health and Human Services, “Can you 
discuss this with me in a way that I will feel satisfied and 
comfortable that we can move forward and that these 
people will not be screwed?”24 He railed against President 
George W. Bush’s proposal to privatize Social Security, 
challenging the administration to produce a solid plan. 
“If the president and leaders of his party are serious about 
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Social Security reform, I urge them to come forward with a 
concrete legislative proposal,” he said.25

In the House, Robert Matsui championed the cause 
of Japanese-American redress. Joined by fellow California 
Representative Norman Y. Mineta, who also spent part 
of his childhood in internment camps, Matsui fought for 
reparations. From the beginning, Matsui declared he would 
not accept any monetary compensation to keep detractors 
from accusing him of self-interest.26 During testimony 
before the House Judiciary Subcommittee on Administrative 
Law and Governmental Affairs in 1983, Matsui mourned 
Japanese Americans’ loss of constitutional rights.27

In the 99th Congress (1985–1987), Matsui and Mineta 
first introduced the Japanese American reparations bill, the 
Civil Liberties Act. It was assigned the symbolic number 
H.R. 442 to honor the Japanese-American 442nd Combat 
Team, one of the most decorated units of World War II 
(Senators Spark M. Matsunaga and Daniel K. Inouye of 
Hawaii served in the 442nd). Referred to the Judiciary 
Committee, the bill did not make it to the floor. But in 
the 100th Congress, Mineta and Matsui steered the Civil 
Liberties Act to House passage on September 17, 1987.28 
In an emotional House Floor speech, Matsui retold his 
family’s heart-wrenching story of being uprooted from 
their home.29 In the Senate, Spark Matsunaga introduced 
the legislation and led the effort to get the bill to the 
Senate Floor, where it passed with bipartisan support.30 In 
August 1988, it won final passage and was signed into law 
by President Reagan. The Civil Liberties Act recognized 
the injustice of internment, issued a formal apology to 
internees, and provided each surviving internee a sum of 
$20,000 from the United States government.31

In the final year of the George H. W. Bush 
administration, the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) became a top issue before Congress. The 
controversial implementation legislation had become a 
focal point of the 1992 presidential election cycle and a 
divisive issue for Democrats.32 Democrats in the House 
worried about their working-class base and the potential 
loss of jobs if companies moved to Mexico for cheaper 
labor. By the time NAFTA came up for consideration in 

the House, a pro-NAFTA Democrat, Bill Clinton, was 
President. But the measure, H.R. 3450, was opposed by 
Democratic leadership, including Leader Richard Gephardt 
of Missouri and Whip David Bonior of Michigan. Unable 
to rely on his party’s Whip operation, which was actively 
rallying support against the legislation, President Clinton 
turned to Matsui, a free trade proponent and an influential 
member on the Ways and Means Committee.33 Without 
the formal Whip’s office, Matsui led the Democratic 
House NAFTA Liaison Group.34 He managed most of 
the floor debate in lieu of the bill’s sponsor, Ways and 
Means Chairman Rostenkowski. Matsui also persuaded 
Republican colleagues to gather the necessary House 
votes, noting that “many of us as we began this process of 
NAFTA, just as you felt about us, had trepidations about 
whether each of us could trust each other.… Democrats 
and Republicans, feel that we have reached a new 
beginning with each other.”35 Led by Republican Whip 
Newt Gingrich of Georgia, most Republicans stood behind 
the trade agreement. With only 102 House Democrats 
supporting the bill, it passed, 234 to 200.36 President 
Clinton signed the North American Free Trade Agreement 
into law on December 8, 1993. 37

On the whole, Matsui supported free trade policies and 
stayed true to that interest throughout his congressional 
career. In 2000 he was called upon again by the Clinton 
administration to help gather the necessary votes to grant 
permanent normal trade relations with China (H.R. 4444).38

Initially hesitant to accept the job of rounding up the 
votes, Matsui was convinced by Commerce Secretary 
William Daley.39 The China trade bill had two main 
hurdles to overcome to win support : its economic impact 
in America and China’s human rights record. During 
debate, Matsui addressed the economic benefits and turned 
his attention to human rights. “Now, let me also talk about 
the issue of human rights. China’s human rights record is 
terrible. We understand that. We, obviously, should put 
the focus on them, and we believe that the Levin–Bereuter 
bill, will, in fact, do that. But what is really interesting is 
that many of the Chinese dissidents that have the luxury of 
living in the United States are opposed to this. But those 
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that live in China, the Chinese Democracy Movement, 
they want us to pass this, because they want to engage the 
United States. They think if they gain economic power, 
they will be able to oppose the central government of 
China. So we need to vote yes on this legislation for the 
future of our country and certainly, for prosperity and 
peace throughout the world.”40

Matsui’s pragmatic approach to the idea that open trade 
would promote human rights allowed him to focus on the 
benefits while rounding up the necessary votes. The effort 
underscored his reputation as a legislative workhorse. “I 
enjoy trying to work through a strategy on how you get 
218 votes,” he said.41 Matsui saw the open market with 
China as imperative. “I’ve always believed that technology 
and trade were the two engines that really drive economic 
growth,” he observed. “If we want to continue to be the 
number one nation in the world when it comes to job 
creation, when it comes to leading the cutting edge, we 
have to understand that these things are important.”42 The 
trade relations bill passed the House 237 to 197 and was 
signed into law on October 10, 2000. 

In December 2002, fellow Californian and 
Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi tapped Matsui to chair 
the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee 
(DCCC), which supports Democratic House candidates. 
Matsui was accustomed to fundraising for the party, having 
co-chaired the party’s fundraising commission and serving 
as the party treasurer during the Clinton administration.43 
As the chair of the DCCC, Matsui assumed the position as 
the chief fundraiser. In making the announcement, Pelosi 
noted that Matsui’s “legislative and political acumen,” 
made him a natural choice.44 Upon his selection, Matsui 
commented, “I think this gives me an opportunity to play 
a significant role in our efforts to take the House back.”  
He added, “It’s an added responsibility, there’s no question, 
but it’s one where I’ll be able to play a leadership role in 
terms of the 2004 elections.”45  

But, following the 2004 election cycle, Matsui’s 
health deteriorated. After a brief battle with pneumonia, 
complicated by a rare blood disease, the 63-year-old 

Congressman died on January 1, 2005, in Bethesda, 
Maryland, surrounded by his family. A private person, 
Matsui had not publicly disclosed his illness, so his sudden 
passing came as a shock to the congressional community, 
which held a special memorial service in the U.S. Capitol’s 
Statuary Hall.  

Attending the ceremony, former President Bill Clinton 
eulogized Matsui as embodying “everything that was right 
with America. And whether he was right on every issue or 
not, and whether every battle we fought together was the 
right position or not, he was the right sort of person.”46 
Matsui’s friend, political commentator Norm Ornstein, 
recalled the Californian’s depth of knowledge on the issues 
and his equally deep commitment to his constituents. 
“Bob became a world-class expert on welfare and Social 
Security,” Ornstein said “He was a policy wonk who 
loved politics, a gentle man who had a fierce attachment 
to his values and policy views, a partisan who wanted to 
work with those across the aisle, and a man who could 
use ferocious rhetoric to defend the downtrodden but 
who seemed to have no enemies, even among those he 
excoriated.”47 In his home state of California, Robert 
Matsui’s body lay in state at the capitol in Sacramento. In 
March 2005, Doris Matsui succeeded her husband in a 
special election, winning the election with 68 percent to 
continue, as she put it, “Bob’s work” in the House.48

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION
University of California, Berkeley, Bancroft Library (Berkeley, 
CA). Papers : circa 1940–2006, 306.25 linear feet. The Robert T. 
Matsui papers primarily document his work in the U.S. House of 
Representatives. The collection includes correspondence, legislative 
addresses, campaign literature, press releases, schedules, and ephemera. 
It covers legislation and issues related to health care, Social Security, 
taxes, and welfare reform ; the North American Free Trade Agreement 
and approval of the Uruguay Round Agreements ; civil rights and 
Japanese-American internment redress ; Sacramento regional water 
and flood control ; and district military base closures. Matsui’s office 
and press files, personal correspondence, campaign and political files, 
compose a significant part of the collection ; some Sacramento city 
council materials also are included. The collection is restricted, but 
researchers may apply for access. A finding aid is available online.
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“Kennedy … really asked us 
to look beyond ourselves, and 

to look to our community, 
our state, and our nation to 
see how we can improve the 

lot of every American.”

Robert T. Matsui 
C-SPAN, October 4, 1988
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Fofó I. F. Sunia 
1937–

DELEGATE 1981–1988

DEMO CRAT FROM AMERICAN SAMOA 

A s the first Delegate from American Samoa, 
Fofó I. F. Sunia spent most of his four terms in 
Congress trying to give voice to and to carve out 

a new role for his small, faraway constituency in the South 
Pacific. He quickly found it to be a constant process of 
having to educate his colleagues. “To be sitting amongst 
people who really didn’t understand who you are or 
even why you’re here—that struck me as a point of some 
frustration,” Sunia observed. “I guess I was expecting a 
little bit too much. I thought that everybody was going to 
know that there was a representative from American Samoa 
come January and (would say), ‘We’ve got to make way 
for him’ and ‘We know all about his territory.’ That wasn’t 
so.”1 While he advocated bringing American Samoans 
further into the political, economic, and military embrace 
of the mainland, he also was wary of protecting Samoan 
traditions and culture. Sunia’s career collapsed, however, 
when he was implicated in a fraud scheme to enrich 
himself by paying ghost employees on his official payroll. 

Fofó Iosefa Fiti Sunia was born on March 13, 1937, in 
Fagasa, Pago Pago, American Samoa. He was the eldest of 
eleven children of Fiti and Savali Sunia. His father, Fiti, 
was a minister and Sunia himself later served as a deacon 
and lay minister in the Christian Congregational Church 
of Samoa.2 His brothers, Tauese and Ipulasi, later served 
as governor and lieutenant governor of American Samoa, 
respectively. Sunia graduated from Samoana High School 
in Pago Pago in 1955 before leaving Samoa for Honolulu, 
Hawaii, to earn his bachelor’s degree in economics from 
the University of Hawaii. After graduating in 1960, he 
returned to Samoa, working as a translator and interpreter 
for the territorial governor. In the early 1960s, Sunia 
founded and edited the Samoa News.

Sunia’s work for the territorial governor and as a 
journalist provided a segue into local politics. For 

much of the 1960s, he served as the territorial election 
commissioner (1962–1970). He also held a post as 
the first director of tourism for American Samoa from 
1966 to 1972 and was president and chairman of the 
American Samoan Development Corporation from 1965 
to 1971. In 1969 Sunia ran for and won a senate seat in 
the American Samoa legislature and served from 1970 
to 1978. Sunia married Aioletuna V. (Ta’amū) Sunia 
in 1960, and together they raised eight children : Fiti, 
Melina, Iosefa, Vaaomala, Alexander, Cynthia, Lupe, and 
Fiafia.3 In addition to serving in his church, Sunia also was 
a matai, or chief, of a Samoan clan. Fofó means “talking 
chief ” in Samoan, and Sunia preferred that title to simply 
being called “chief.” 

In 1978 Congress extended territorial representation 
to American Samoa, providing for a Delegate to serve as 
the islands’ representative on Capitol Hill. The territory, 
located in the Pacific, roughly between Hawaii and 
Australia, is made up of five islands and two atolls. Its total 
land area is comparable to the size of Washington, DC, but 
is more than 7,000 nautical miles away from the nation’s 
capital. In 1980, in the first election for Delegate, Sunia 
ran as an independent and entered a three-way race for the 
seat. Although he led the field on election day, he did not 
secure a majority, carrying nearly 44 percent of the vote 
against 38 percent for another independent candidate, 
Eni Fa‘aua‘a Hunkin Jr., and 18 percent for Democratic 
candidate I. S. Mulitauaopele. Sunia faced Hunkin in the 
runoff on November 18, winning with 59 to 41 percent.4 
In the House, Sunia caucused with the Democrats, which 
controlled the majority. He coasted to re-election in his 
subsequent three general elections in which he ran as a 
Democratic candidate. He was unopposed in 1982 and 
won 65 and 56 percent of the vote against Aumeoualogo 
Salanoa Soli in 1984 and 1986, respectfully.5
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When Sunia entered the House at the opening of 
the 97th Congress (1981–1983), he was assigned to the 
Merchant Marine and Fisheries Committee (where he 
served through the 98th Congress [1983–1985]) and the 
Public Works and Transportation Committee. He held the 
latter assignment for his entire House career, eventually 
rising to chair the Subcommittee on Public Buildings 
and grounds for the 100th Congress (1987–1989) in 
1987. Sunia also picked up two additional committee 
assignments during his career : Interior and Insular Affairs 
(99th–100th Congresses [1985–1989]) and the Foreign 
Affairs Committee, during his final term. Like other 
Territorial Delegates, Sunia could vote in committee, 
introduce legislation, and hold committee leadership 
positions, but could not vote on the House Floor.

The Washington Post profiled Sunia in a 1982 article 
with the subtitle, “The Village Chief Brings a Touch of the 
South Seas.” Described by a reporter as a relaxed, jovial, large 
man—some 300 pounds when he was sworn into office—
Sunia emphasized that the easy-going Samoan life could 
have advantages in frenetic Washington. On Capitol Hill, 
“everybody’s banging their heads against a wall and rushing 
around,” Sunia said. “I figure the guy who walks slowly will 
stand out. If everybody’s yelling, they’re going to take notice 
of the guy that speaks softly.”6 But that low-key approach 
didn’t necessarily translate into visibility right away. The 
Almanac of American Politics called Sunia “something of an 
unknown quantity” during his first term in Washington.7

Without the ability to vote on legislation on the House 
Floor, Sunia focused on the time-honored tradition of 
constituent service. He employed an intimate approach 
with his modest constituency of roughly 34,000 people—
right down to writing personal replies to letters that arrived 
at his DC office. “Many of these people are friends,” Sunia 
explained. “I’d feel guilty if I don’t answer personally.”8 

Although his office was a daylong flight away from 
his home, Sunia decorated it in a fashion resembling “a 
microcosm of a Samoan village,” an aide noted. “A woven 
mat of pandana leaves hangs on the wall, strewn with pink 
feathers and pearly shells. There are bowls of teak, conch 
shells, and bright patterns stenciled on pressed bark.”9 

That décor reflected Sunia’s pride in his culture, but 
it also highlighted a tension between modern notions of 
progress and the Samoan emphasis on tradition and family. 
He was quick to point out, for instance, that American 
Samoa did not fund island-wide welfare programs, it had 
declined to participate in federal aid initiatives, and it had 
refused to accept food stamps. “We felt they were really 
not in line with the ways of our customs and culture,” 
Sunia explained. “While it’s always nice to have money, 
it really would not be helpful in a much larger sense. The 
very fiber of the place is family units, and families tend 
to help their own and to help each other. When you start 
having this almost total dependence on someone else you’re 
going to lose that.”10 Nevertheless, he didn’t hesitate to 
embrace some measure of federal assistance for his largely 
poor constituency when he supported the Hunger Relief 
Act of 1984, which covered the states and U.S. territories. 
“America and its territories promote freedom, equality, 
and opportunity, and I believe that no American should 
experience hunger in this land of plenty,” Sunia said.11

In the long tradition of Delegates for the territories, 
Sunia spent much of his legislative activity testifying 
before House and Senate committees, including the House 
Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs and the Senate 
Committee on Energy and Natural Resources. One of his 
principal concerns was that Congress retain sole discretion 
over amending the American Samoa constitution, 
rather than delegating the power to the Secretary of the 
Interior. Sunia believed that as the only unorganized and 
unincorporated territory in the United States, American 
Samoa needed its status to be directly addressed by 
Congress : “A people’s constitution, its basic governing 
document, cannot be placed at the mercy of one man. By 
giving itself the authority to act on any and all changes, 
Congress made certain that the Secretary of the Interior 
did not have unilateral authority to change the American 
Samoa Constitution and that the territorial government 
was allowed to develop in an orderly, democratic fashion.”12 
At stake in that debate were issues pertaining to traditional 
Samoan land rights and titles that the Interior Department 
sought to open to federal court review.13
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In four Congresses, Sunia introduced just 13 bills, 
all of which dealt with American Samoa. All died in 
committee, with just one bill (H.R. 3555, which amended 
a “joint resolution to provide for accepting, ratifying, 
and confirming the cession of certain islands of the 
Samoan group to the United States”) receiving even a 
subcommittee hearing. His floor speeches addressed issues 
touching on education, unemployment and job creation, 
protecting American Samoa’s tuna fishing and canning 
industry, infrastructure improvements, and regional 
security issues in the Pacific islands during the late stages 
of the Cold War. Among the bills that Sunia authored 
were measures to amend the National Housing Act to 
extend loan mortgage insurance programs to American 
Samoa, to give the Samoan Delegate the right to make 
appointments to the U.S. service academies, to establish a 
National Guard in American Samoa, to amend the Social 
Security Act to create a Medicaid program in Samoa, to 
exempt Samoan U.S. nationals from having to meet the 
language requirements for citizenship, and to authorize the 
American Samoa legislature to draft a constitution for the 
local self-government of the people of American Samoa.14 
Sunia managed only a handful of cosponsors for these bills ; 
some received none at all.

Without the power to vote, Sunia’s legislative 
accomplishments were often minor. He claimed credit for 
convincing Congress to permit the duty-free transportation 
of fish products in the Pacific territories and worked to 
maintain import fees on tuna shipped to the United States 
from the Caribbean. Sunia felt that American Samoa’s  
tuna fishing and packing industry, its only major job 
sector, would risk an “economic disaster” if it faced 
additional competition. Sunia also pushed for a provision 
allowing American Samoans to enter into the U.S. 
Merchant Marine.15 

Sunia’s career imploded during his fourth term in 
Congress because of a scandal arising from the improper 
use of his official allowance. He was charged with using 
tens of thousands of dollars of federal funds to hire 
employees who did not exist and then distributing the 
money to the personal account of his principal aide, 

Matthew Iuli, and to his own election campaign account.16 
Sunia insisted that he had been unaware of the scheme 
when Iuli hatched it in 1983.17 In October 1987, the House 
Ethics Committee began an inquiry into the allegations.18 
After pleading guilty to a charge of conspiracy to defraud the 
government, Sunia resigned his seat on September 6, 1988.19 
A month later, Sunia was sentenced to five to 15 months 
in prison, “for conspiring … to defraud the government of 
$130,920 through false payroll claims.”20 At his sentencing, 
Sunia admitted, “I have come to understand the meaning of 
shame, fear. I have made apologies to my people and I hope 
they will forgive me.”21 Sunia eventually returned to Pago 
Pago, where he still resides. 
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“I figure the guy who walks 
slowly will stand out. If 

everybody’s yelling, they’re 
going to take notice of the 

guy that speaks softly.”

Fofó I. F. Sunia 
Washington Post, April 26, 1982
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Ben Garrido Blaz 
1928–2014 

DELEGATE 1985–19 93

REPUBLICAN FROM GUAM

I n 1985 Ben Garrido Blaz became just the second 
Delegate to represent the western Pacific island of 
Guam in Congress. A decorated military veteran who 

became a politician later in life, Blaz focused on issues of 
local importance to the island territory. Acutely affected by 
the Japanese invasion of Guam during World War II, Blaz 
used his national position to bring attention to the sacrifices 
and hardships of the era, including his own imprisonment. 
During his four terms in the House, Blaz led the charge for 
commonwealth status for his native land. “We in Guam have 
embarked on a voyage of political self-determination—a 
desire on our part for greater local autonomy and an equal 
place in the American political family.”1

Vicente Tomas (Ben) Garrido Blaz was born February 
14, 1928, in Agana, the capital of Guam.2 Thirteen years 
old when the Japanese invaded Guam during World War 
II, Blaz worked in labor camps, building aviation fields, 
planting rice, and digging trenches until American forces 
retook the island in 1944.3 After the war ended in 1945, 
Blaz returned to school. In 1947 he left Guam after 
earning an academic scholarship to the University of Notre 
Dame, where he majored in physics and chemistry and 
earned a BS in 1951.4 While in school, he joined the U.S. 
Marine Corps Reserve at the onset of the Korean War. 
After graduating from Notre Dame, he was commissioned 
a second lieutenant. Blaz served two overseas tours in 
Japan and one in Vietnam. In 1963 he earned an MA in 
management from The George Washington University, 
and in 1971 he graduated from the Naval War College in 
Newport, Rhode Island. Blaz rose to the rank of brigadier 
general in 1977, becoming the highest-ranking Guamanian 
to serve in the U.S. military.5 That same year, he headed 
the Marine information division that was tasked with 
improving public relations in the post–Vietnam War era.6 

Blaz’s military honors included the Legion of Merit, the 

Bronze Medal with Combat “V,” the Navy Commendation 
Medal, and the Vietnam Cross of Gallantry.7 Blaz married 
Ann Evers, a teacher, and the couple had two sons, Mike 
and Tom. After retiring from the military in 1981, Blaz 
returned to his native island, where he taught at the 
University of Guam. He received an honorary LLD from 
the University of Guam in 1974. 

On August 1, 1950, President Harry S. Truman signed 
the Organic Act of Guam, granting U.S. citizenship and 
limited self-government to the inhabitants of Guam. In 
1972 the House of Representatives granted congressional 
representation to Guam and the Virgin Islands. Territorial 
Delegates were permitted to serve on and vote in 
committee, but they could not vote on the House Floor. 
In the 93rd Congress (1973–1975), Democrat Antonio 
Borja Won Pat became the first Delegate to represent 
Guam in the U.S. House of Representatives. Despite 
Won Pat’s popularity and his impressive political résumé, 
which included service as speaker of the Guam assembly, 
Blaz challenged the longtime Delegate in 1982. “One 
reason I decided to run,” Blaz revealed, “is that I did not 
get the sense that bureaucrats understand and appreciate 
Guam’s uniqueness.… We’re 100,000 American citizens 
who deserve a rightful spot in the American family.”8 
Blaz attempted to offset his opponent’s experience by 
emphasizing the need for a new, more aggressive strategy 
to represent Guam—especially with regard to the island’s 
political status.9 Although his first run for Congress was 
not successful, Blaz earned an impressive 48 percent of the 
vote against Won Pat.10

Encouraged by his strong showing at the polls, Blaz 
challenged Won Pat again in 1984. Both candidates ran 
unopposed in the primary, but voters had the option of 
crossing party lines. Tellingly, Blaz polled nearly 2,000 
more votes than the incumbent.11 During the general 
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election campaign, 75-year-old Won Pat stressed his 
seniority in Congress. The challenger countered by 
reminding voters that his Republican Party affiliation 
would be an asset for Guam under the Ronald Reagan 
administration.12 “Although I’ll be a junior [Member] I’m 
not exactly without friends,” Blaz added. “There are many 
ways to explain clout—seniority is just one of them.”13

During the tightly contested campaign, Blaz criticized 
his opponent’s attendance record in Congress and accused 
Won Pat of missing opportunities to improve Guam’s 
economy while serving as its Delegate.14 He also promised 
to ensure that Guamanians enjoyed the same privileges as 
U.S. citizens on the mainland. After the ballots were tallied 
on Election Day, Blaz had a razor-thin lead of about 300 
votes, causing the Guam Election Commission to authorize 
a recount. On November 11, 1984, the commission 
certified the election, declaring Blaz the winner by 354 
votes.15 “I’m ready,” Blaz remarked. “I’ve been ready for 40 
years. I’m on a mission.”16

Though eager to start his new career, Blaz still had to 
contend with the remnants of a competitive and heated 
campaign. Initially conciliatory, Won Pat contested the election.  
Citing “substantial irregularities,” Won Pat asked the 
House to overturn the election results, claiming Blaz 
had not received a majority of the votes. (Unlike most 
congressional races in the United States, in which 
Representatives need only capture a plurality, Delegates 
in Guam must win a majority of votes to avoid a runoff 
election.) The House denied Won Pat’s challenge on July 
24, 1985, by a voice vote, citing insufficient evidence. 
“Deep down inside I didn’t have doubts, but the House of 
Representatives is hard to predict,” Blaz commented afterward.17

At the beginning of the 99th Congress (1985–1987), 
the freshman class elected Blaz as its president, marking 
the first time a Territorial Delegate held this informal 
leadership position.18 Blaz received two committee 
assignments: Armed Services and Interior and Insular 
Affairs. Both fit his legislative interests and allowed him 
to oversee and influence legislation affecting Guam. Blaz 
retained these two assignments during his eight years in the 
House. In the 100th Congress (1987–1989), he also had 

a spot on the Foreign Affairs Committee, which he kept 
until he left Congress in 1993. From 1985 until 1993, he 
served on the Select Committee on Aging. 

Guam’s strategic location in the western Pacific Ocean 
significantly affected Blaz’s legislative focus in Congress. 
After the Americans regained control of Guam during 
World War II, the island became a military bastion for the 
United States and a vital Cold War defense point. Guam’s 
economy prospered with the influx of federal spending for 
the island’s conversion to a military outpost. It continued 
to flourish after the Vietnam War, with a construction 
boom sparked by a budding tourism industry—fueled 
mainly by Japan. Blaz, however, questioned the need for 
the U.S. military’s vast land holdings on Guam throughout 
the latter half of the 20th century. In 1992 he introduced 
the Guam Excess Lands Act, which called for the United 
States to return to Guam specified areas that had been 
appropriated by the military during World War II. 
According to the Guam Delegate, U.S. forces increased 
their presence after they regained control of Guam, instead 
of downsizing at the war’s end. “These lands have remained 
unjustly inaccessible to my constituents ever since, even 
though much of it has not been used since the war for 
any military purpose,” Blaz stated. He went on to say that 
returning the land to the people of Guam would help the 
nation’s economy and “close the books on the issue of 
excess lands since the military has repeatedly indicated that 
it has no further use for them.”19

Throughout his tenure in the House, Blaz sought to 
publicize Guam’s role during World War II. He offered 
a firsthand account of the hardships the people endured 
during Japan’s nearly three-year occupation. “There are 
many horrible and appalling stories I could tell about 
the atrocities inflicted upon our people,” he said.20 Blaz 
also recalled serving as commanding officer of the same 
Marine regiment that rescued him and eventually liberated 
Guam in 1944. “Taking command of the Ninth Marines 
was and remains the proudest moment of my life,” he 
observed.21 Building upon legislation drafted by Won Pat 
in 1983, Blaz introduced a bill to establish a Commission 
on War Claims to examine assertions of damages that were 
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suffered by the people of Guam at the hands of Japanese 
occupation forces. Although he did not attain this goal 
while he was serving in Congress, Blaz continued to fight 
for federal reparations for Guam. In 2005 he testified 
before the House Committee on Resources in favor of the 
Guam World War II Loyalty Recognition Act. “Loyalty 
and appreciation for their liberation made many of them 
hesitant to seek compensation for death, injuries, and 
damages in the years immediately following liberation,” 
Blaz explained.22

While in the House, Blaz worked on a range of issues 
to fortify Guam’s economy. The island relied heavily 
on the fishing industry. During the 99th Congress, 
Blaz introduced a bill to amend the Immigration and 
Nationality Act to allow alien crewmen working on U.S. 
fishing boats to go ashore while working in Guam. As 
Guam was the home port for America’s western Pacific 
tuna fleet, which supplied much of the tuna for the United 
States, the fleet’s presence had a major impact on Guam’s 
economy. Blaz’s measure called for the continued presence 
of U.S. fishing fleets and the same shore leave privileges 
for all crew members, regardless of their national origin. 
“Since Guam is America’s bridge to the Pacific and its 
finest symbol it is essential that the free enterprise system 
flourish there,” Blaz observed.23 Blaz’s bill became law 
on October 21, 1986. The Guam Delegate also sought 
to extend supplemental security income (SSI)—federal 
benefits for low-income, disabled, or elderly American 
citizens—to his constituents. Blaz introduced legislation to 
“reverse the meaningless discrimination” of SSI funding, 
which included residents of the District of Columbia and 
the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands 
but not the residents of other U.S. territories like Guam. 
“Affording these benefits to residents of one island and not 
to another is tantamount to extending benefits to residents 
of Chicago’s North Side but not to fellow Americans in the 
South Side,” Blaz concluded.24 Blaz also supported federal 
assistance for educational programs in Guam, including 
funding for vocational education and improvements to 
elementary and secondary education. To help the many 
veterans residing in Guam, Blaz introduced the Veterans’ 

Educational Assistance Act during his first term in the 
House. The measure called for expanded eligibility for 
basic assistance under the GI Bill. 

Throughout his tenure, Blaz’s most consistent and 
fervent cause remained improving Guam’s political status. 
He routinely introduced legislation to establish Guam as an 
American commonwealth rather than an unincorporated 
U.S. territory. “Commonwealth is the principal issue for 
Guam,” Blaz asserted. “It’s not a Democratic issue and 
it’s not a Republican issue. It’s a distinctly Guam issue 
with political, civil and human rights issues in it.”25 On 
March 7, 1988, the same week as Discovery Day—a 
holiday commemorating the day Portuguese explorer 
Ferdinand Magellan landed in Guam—Blaz introduced 
the Guam Commonwealth Act. Resulting from the work 
of the bipartisan Commission on Self-Determination, and 
ratified by Guam’s voters, the measure called for complete 
self-government for the people of Guam, the preservation 
of the indigenous Chamorro culture, and consultation 
with the United States about matters that would affect the 
island. Advocating a partnership with the United States, 
Blaz reminded his House colleagues of Guam’s sacrifices 
throughout the 20th century. “We on Guam paid our 
dues—as heavily in war as in peace—to prove our loyalty 
and pride as members of the American family. Still, we 
have never enjoyed equal status with other Americans—
either politically or economically.”26 Although the Guam 
Commonwealth Act never made it out of committee, Blaz 
reintroduced it twice.27

Blaz did not limit his quest for equal rights to Guam. In 
1991 he came out in support of statehood for the District 
of Columbia and compared the plight of his constituents 
with that of the residents of DC. “Yet the people of 
Guam—Americans all—remain second-class citizens. Like 
the people of the District of Columbia, they are denied the 
fundamental rights afforded their counterparts elsewhere,” 
he said.28 He also backed legislation sponsored by Virgin 
Islands Delegate Ron de Lugo that called for increased 
sovereignty of the U.S. territories of the Virgin Islands, 
Guam, American Samoa, and the Northern Mariana 
Islands. “The measure before us is the result of careful 
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consideration and comes to the floor with bipartisan 
support,” Blaz observed. “It contains several items of 
importance to each of the territorial representatives and the 
American citizens from the territories and I urge approval 
of its passage.”29 The final version of the bill, which 
became law on August 27, 1986, provided additional 
funding for and greater autonomy over Guam’s education 
system. During the 99th Congress, Blaz demonstrated 
further solidarity with his nonvoting colleagues and 
their constituents by introducing legislation to authorize 
the inclusion in the Capitol’s National Statuary Hall 
Collection of statues from Washington, DC, Puerto Rico, 
Guam, the Virgin Islands, and American Samoa.30

Until his last election in 1992, Blaz encountered only 
modest competition in his campaigns to serve as Guam’s 
Delegate. In 1986 he trounced Frank Torres, a former 
adjutant general of the National Guard, with 65 percent of 
the vote ; in his subsequent two elections he easily defeated 
Vicente Pangelinan, a political veteran who worked for 
Delegate Won Pat, and Guam governor Ricardo Bordallo, 
capturing 55 percent of the ballots cast in both contests.31 
In his bid for a fifth term in the House, Blaz faced a strong 
challenge from Robert A. Underwood, a longtime educator 
with strong community ties in Guam. Underwood ran 
an effective grassroots campaign, criticizing Blaz for 
not spending enough time in Guam. Blaz countered 
by emphasizing his military and congressional record.32 
During Blaz’s re-election, a typhoon hit the island and 
postponed voting in Guam for nearly a week. By the time 
voters cast their ballots for Delegate, they already knew 
that William J. (Bill) Clinton had been elected President. 
The outcome was significant because Blaz had underscored 
the value of Guam’s Delegate being from the same party 
as the President.33 On Election Day, Blaz garnered only 45 
percent of the vote. He later offered to help his successor 
during the transition, remarking that his political career 
“started and ended on the high road.”34

After leaving the House, Blaz taught at the University of 
Guam. He died on January 8, 2014, in Fairfax, Virginia.35 
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REPUBLICAN FROM HAWAII 

P atricia Saiki’s revitalization of the Hawaiian 
Republican Party propelled her to election as 
the state’s first GOP Representative since 1959, 

when it entered the Union. As a Member of Congress, 
Saiki focused on economic and environmental legislation 
important to her Honolulu constituency as well as the 
international Asian community. In 1990 Saiki left the 
House to campaign for a Senate seat in a race that many 
political observers believed might signal a shift in the 
balance of political power in Hawaii. “Before Pat Saiki was 
elected to Congress, it was hard for us to relate to young 
people and tell them, ‘It’s great to be a Republican,’ ” noted 
a Hawaiian GOP member. “Now we can begin to spin 
the tale that will make people interested in supporting the 
Republican Party in Hawaii.”1

Patricia Fukuda was born to Kazuo and Shizue Fukuda 
on May 28, 1930, in Hilo, on the big island of Hawaii. 
She graduated from Hilo High School in 1948 and 
received a bachelor of science degree from the University 
of Hawaii at Manoa in 1952. In 1954 she married Stanley 
Saiki, an obstetrician, and they had five children : Stanley, 
Stuart, Sandra, Margaret, and Laura. Patricia Saiki taught 
history in Hawaii’s public and private schools for 12 years. 

Her path to politics began with her work as a union 
organizer and research assistant to Hawaii senate 
Republicans. In the mid-1960s, Saiki served as the 
secretary and then the vice chair of the state Republican 
Party. She attended the state constitutional convention in 
1968, and that year won election to the Hawaii house of 
representatives, where she served for six years. In 1974 Saiki 
won election to the state senate, where she served until 1982. 
In 1982 Saiki left the legislature and made an unsuccessful 
bid for lieutenant governor. She subsequently oversaw a 
three-fold expansion in party membership and helped the 
party raise $800,000 during her two-and-a-half-year tenure 

as party chair. Her hand in reviving the Republican Party 
in the strongly Democratic state aided President Ronald 
Reagan’s victory there in the 1984 presidential election (the 
only previous Republican presidential candidate to carry 
the state was Richard Nixon in 1972) and the election of 
Democrat-turned-Republican Frank Fasi as Honolulu mayor. 

After spending nearly two decades in state politics, 
Saiki decided to run for the U.S. House seat vacated in 
July 1986 by five-term Democrat Cecil Heftel, who left 
to run for governor. As the state’s population center, the 
district encompassed Honolulu, its suburbs, and the Pearl 
Harbor naval base (Hawaii’s only other congressional 
district included the rest of Oahu and the other islands). 
Tourism and commercial shipping were the lifeblood 
for the cosmopolitan population of Caucasians, Asian 
Americans, and Native Hawaiians, most of whom were 
registered Democrats. The potential for influence in 
Washington as well as the war on drugs were the major 
issues leading up to the September special election to fill 
the remaining four months of Heftel’s term in the 99th 
Congress (1985–1987). Liberal Democratic state senator 
Neil Abercrombie was the early favorite ; however, a third 
candidate, Democrat Mufi Hannemann, a 32-year-old 
corporate lobbyist and former White House fellow, entered 
the race, siphoning off a portion of the liberal vote. Saiki 
certainly benefited from the Democratic intraparty warfare 
but she was unable to best Abercrombie in the September 
20 special election. He prevailed over Saiki by fewer than 
1,000 votes, 30 to 29 percent ; Hannemann trailed by 
about 2,200 votes (28 percent). On the same day, Saiki 
won the Republican primary to run for a full term in the 
100th Congress (1987–1989), while Abercrombie and 
Hannemann battled for the Democratic nomination for 
the full term. As the two Democrats faced off in the closed 
primary, several thousand Saiki supporters temporarily 
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registered as Democrats to give Hannemann a narrow win 
and instantly reduce Abercrombie to lame-duck status in 
the 99th Congress.2

In the general election for the 100th Congress, 
Hannemann had history on his side : ever since the 
state entered the Union in 1959, Hawaii had sent only 
Democrats to the U.S. House of Representatives. But 
Hannemann also faced several obstacles. First, the 
acrimony from the primary carried over as Abercrombie 
withheld his endorsement. More importantly, Saiki’s 
ancestral roots as a Japanese American—one-third 
of the voters shared her ethnic background—helped 
her popularity. Saiki won the general election with 59 
percent of the vote, a 33,000-vote advantage ; no previous 
Hawaiian Republican candidate for the U.S. House had 
ever polled more than 45 percent of the vote.3 She became 
the first Republican to represent Hawaii in the House  
since Elizabeth Farrington won election as a Territorial 
Delegate in 1954 (Republican Hiram Fong served in 
the U.S. Senate from 1959 to 1977). Two years later, 
Saiki ran unopposed in the 1988 Republican primary. In 
the three-way Democratic primary, Mary Bitterman, a 
former director of the Voice of America, emerged as the 
convincing winner ; however, she spent the bulk of her 
campaign funds securing the nomination, leaving her little 
money for the general election. She was not able to dent 
Saiki’s record, and the incumbent won comfortably with a 
55 percent majority.

Throughout her career, Saiki established a fiscally 
conservative voting record on economic issues, in line with 
most of her GOP colleagues. She also supported much 
of the Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations’ 
foreign policy programs—voting for aid to the Nicaraguan 
Contras, funding for the Strategic Defense Initiative, 
and the death penalty for drug-related murders. Where 
she parted company with many Republicans was on 
her moderate stance on touchstone social issues, chief 
among them reproductive rights. Saiki supported women’s 
reproductive freedom. “I don’t want to be sexist about this, 
but anything that involves a woman’s life or career, it’s very 
personal, very close to us,” Saiki told the New York Times. 

“We’re the ones who experience it. We’re the ones who 
have to pay for it.”4

Saiki received seats on the Committee on Banking, 
Finance and Urban Affairs, the Committee on Merchant 
Marine and Fisheries, and the Select Committee on 
Aging. Her seat on Merchant Marine and Fisheries, 
with assignments on its Oceanography and Fisheries 
Subcommittee, was particularly important to her oceanside 
constituency. Saiki worked to preserve the islands’ 
natural beauty and unique resources. She attempted to 
persuade the Bush administration to suspend military 
test bombing on the island of Kahoolawe, situated just 
offshore from Maui. Claimed by U.S. officials in the early 
1950s, the island nevertheless retained significant cultural 
relevance for Native Hawaiians.5 In 1990 she supported 
an amendment to revise the annual accrual method of 
accounting for pineapple and banana growers, whose 
longer growth and production cycles distorted their income 
statements and exposed them to excess taxation.6 Saiki 
also advocated a ban on environmentally unsound driftnet 
fishing in the Pacific, urging the U.S. Secretary of State to 
call an international convention to discuss the topic.7

In 1987 Representative Saiki signed on to support H.R. 
442, a measure with broad bipartisan support that called 
for monetary reparations and an official apology to the 
Japanese Americans who were interned during World War 
II. Saiki and 62 other Republicans joined 180 Democrats 
to approve the legislation later that year. After the measure 
passed the Senate, Saiki was present when President Reagan 
signed it into law in 1988. She subsequently pressed 
Congress to expedite payouts.8 

As an Asian American representing a district in the 
middle of the Pacific, Saiki also was involved with Pacific 
Rim issues. She served on congressional delegations that 
visited Tonga for the birthday of the South Pacific island’s 
monarch and attended the funeral for the Emperor of 
Japan. In May 1989, several weeks before the Chinese 
military’s massacre of student protestors in Beijing’s 
Tiananmen Square, Saiki introduced a resolution in the 
House declaring congressional support for democratic 
rights in the People’s Republic of China. “I have been 
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deeply moved by the determination and idealism of the 
Chinese students,” she said. “Fighting in a nonviolent way 
for what one believes to be true has been a cornerstone of 
many civil rights movements.”9

In April 1990, popular, long-serving Hawaii Senator 
Spark M. Matsunaga died of cancer. Urged by her friend 
President Bush, Saiki entered the election to fill the islands’ 
vacant seat. “Hawaii needs a Senator who can make the 
people on Pennsylvania Avenue and Constitution Avenue 
understand the people on Kamehameha Avenue,” Saiki 
said while announcing her candidacy.10 Democratic 
Governor John Waihee III appointed Hawaii Congressman 
Daniel K. Akaka to serve as interim Senator until the 
November special election. Akaka’s new position made him 
the favorite to hold onto the seat in the fall. 

Yet Saiki proved a formidable opponent. She won the 
primary against four other Republican candidates with a 
strong 92 percent of the vote. In the general election, both 
candidates supported the key economic issues that many 
Hawaiians favored : maintaining price supports for cane 
sugar, promoting increased tourism, and halting target 
practice on Kahoolawe. Saiki proved a more dynamic 
candidate than the sedate Akaka. She also had repeatedly 
proved her ability to draw votes from the Japanese-
American community. Moreover, the growing suburban, 
conservative white population allowed her, in the words 
of one political strategist, to “cut into the Democratic 
establishment.”11 Political observers believed Saiki might be 
among a handful of candidates to help Republicans regain 
control of the Senate. However, Akaka had the support of 
the well-entrenched Hawaiian Democratic establishment, 
and his warm, pleasing personality appealed to voters. Saiki 
lost to Akaka by a healthy margin of about 33,000 votes, 
54 percent to 45 percent. 

After Saiki left Congress, President Bush appointed her 
director of the Small Business Administration, where she 
served from 1991 to 1993. In 1993 she taught at Harvard 
University’s Institute of Politics at the John F. Kennedy 
School of Government. The following year, she became 
the first woman candidate on a major party ticket for 
Hawaii governor. Saiki lost a three-way race to Democratic 

Lieutenant Governor Ben Cayetano.12 Patricia Saiki 
returned to teaching and lives in Honolulu.

MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION
University of Hawaii at Manoa Library, Archives and Manuscripts 
Department, Hawaii Congressional Papers Collection (Honolulu, 
HI). Papers : circa 1970–2006, 18.5 linear feet. The papers primarily 
document Patricia Saiki’s tenure as a Member of the U.S. House of 
Representatives. A small portion of the collection concerns her service 
in the Hawaii state house and the Hawaii state senate. Topics covered 
include agriculture, environmental issues, and foreign affairs. The papers 
also contain documents regarding Saiki’s appointment and tenure as 
administrator of the U.S. Small Business Administration. A finding aid 
is available at the repository and online.
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DELEGATE 198 9–2015

DEMO CRAT FROM AMERICAN SAMOA 

I n 1989 Eni F. H. Faleomavaega became only the 
second Delegate from American Samoa to serve in the 
House. Upon his departure from Congress 26 years 

later, Faleomavaega owned the distinction, albeit briefly, as 
the longest-serving Delegate in House history. As a House 
committee staffer in the 1970s, Faleomavaega had helped 
American Samoa gain a House seat and during his time 
in Congress was “dogged in his determination to improve 
the economic lot of his island territory,” according to one 
political almanac.1 Being a Delegate from American Samoa 
was not always the easiest job, but his strong relationship 
with Democratic leaders and his work in committee often 
helped him overcome the circumscribed powers of his 
office, and earned him the moniker the “champion of the 
Pacific Islanders.”2 

Eni Fa‘aua‘a Hunkin Faleomavaega Jr., was 
born on August 15, 1943, to Eni Fa‘aua‘a Sr., and 
Taualaitufanuaimeaatamali‘i. His last name, in Samoan, 
“means house where important things or decisions are 
made.” Faleomavaega grew up in Vailoatai Village, a fishing 
and boat-building community along the island’s southwest 
coast. “Our culture is very much closely associated with 
families,” the Congressman said in 2011. “Of course you 
have your immediate family, and then we also have what is 
known as the extended family, or you might say clans in that 
respect. So I might be related to 15 or 20 different clans—
both on my mother’s side and my father’s side.”3

Faleomavaega’s father served in the U.S. Navy, and 
when the Delegate was just a boy, the military transferred 
the family to Hawaii, making room deep below deck of an 
outdated ship for Samoan families by placing makeshift 
beds in the cargo hold. “It was the most inhumane way of 
transporting human passengers,” Faleomavaega recalled. “It 
was like a dungeon in there.”4 Faleomavaega spent “about 
half ” his life in Hawaii, graduating from Kahuku High 

School in northern Oahu. He spent his first two years 
of college at nearby Church College, before transferring 
to Brigham Young University (BYU) in Provo, Utah.5 In 
1966 Faleomavaega graduated from BYU and enlisted in 
the United States Army. In 1972, after a tour in Vietnam, 
where he was exposed to the dangerous chemical Agent 
Orange during his time in Nha Trang, Faleomavaega 
earned a JD from the University of Houston in Texas. He 
then accepted a fellowship at the University of California, 
Berkeley, earning an LLM in 1973.6 Faleomavaega married 
Antonina Hinanui ; together they raised five children.

Also in 1973, Faleomavaega moved across the country 
and took a job with Paramount Chief A. U. Fuimaono, 
American Samoa’s “Delegate at Large” and its first elected 
official in Washington. Since American Samoa did not have 
an official Delegate in the U.S. House until 1981, Fuimaono 
worked more like an elected lobbyist for the islands. On 
issues pertaining to American Samoa and the South Pacific, 
Fuimaono would often testify before Congress, including 
the Interior and Insular Affairs Committee’s Subcommittee 
on Territorial and Insular Affairs, chaired by Phillip Burton 
of California.7

In 1975 Faleomavaega made the jump to the House and 
took a job with Burton’s subcommittee. He worked with 
Burton until 1981, helping to secure representation in the 
House for his home islands. “I kept asking Congressman 
Burton … how do we justify having a small little territory 
being represented in the U.S. House of Representatives as 
a delegate[?]” Burton told him that size did not matter ; 
American Samoa was a U.S. territory like Guam and the 
Virgin Islands and was therefore entitled to a voice in the 
House.8 Faleomavaega later estimated that the eight years he 
spent working on Capitol Hill were “probably equivalent to 
me working in American Samoa for thirty years in trying to 
understand how the system functions, how it operates.”9
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Faleomavaega returned to American Samoa in 1981 
when he became the deputy attorney general, “so I could 
feel the people’s pains and sufferings and so that I might 
be able to serve them with more meaningful purpose,” he 
would later say.10 In 1985 voters on the island elected him 
lieutenant governor. 

In early September 1988, American Samoa’s first 
Territorial Delegate, Fofó I. F. Sunia, resigned from the 
House after pleading guilty to payroll fraud. Faleomavaega, 
leveraging his wide name recognition as lieutenant 
governor of the small island chain, ran against American 
Samoa’s former lieutenant governor, Tufele Li’a, to fill 
the vacancy. At the time, elections in American Samoa 
differed from many of those on the mainland in that there 
were no primary campaigns on the islands. Moreover, if 
no candidate in the general election captured 50 percent 
of the vote, the race automatically headed to a runoff two 
weeks later. On Election Day, Faleomavaega captured 3,739 
votes—only 358 votes more than his challenger—and failed 
to reach the 50 percent threshold that would have given 
him the victory. But a short while later, on November 22, 
1988, Faleomavaega won the runoff and became the second 
Delegate to represent the islands in the House.11

Like his first race, a handful of his re-election races 
were nail biters. During Faleomavaega’s career running 
for Delegate, the total number of votes cast in American 
Samoa, an island chain with only 56,000 people, exceeded 
13,000 only once.12 

Geographically, American Samoa has slightly more 
square mileage than the District of Columbia, but the 
islands have less than one tenth the population of the 
average congressional district on the mainland.13 With 
access to the South Pacific fishery, American Samoa, 
during Faleomavaega’s tenure, was home to large tuna 
canneries, but for the most part, the federal government 
helped maintain the territory’s standard of living, pumping 
millions of dollars into the economy every year.14 In the 
search for new jobs and better opportunities, many on 
American Samoa join the U.S. military, giving the islands 
one of the highest enlistment rates in the country.15 A 
number of Samoans also lived full time on the mainland 

which, for Faleomavaega, translated to unique re-election 
campaigns. Whereas the vast majority of Members 
campaigned in their home district, Faleomavaega often 
campaigned in regions of the country home to high 
concentrations of his fellow islanders. “I’m probably the 
only member that has to go to San Francisco, Los Angeles, 
San Diego, or Hawaii where we have communities … 
where I would attend their community activities.” Often, 
he said, Samoans living on the mainland would rather talk 
to him than their actual elected Representative. “We are 
very tribal in our ways.”16 

When Faleomavaega began his House career, he 
maneuvered to secure a seat on the Foreign Affairs 
Committee as quickly as possible. As the new Delegate saw 
it, the committee’s membership did not fully reflect the 
breadth of America’s interests abroad. “The entire mentality 
of Washington, twenty-two years ago, was Europe and 
the Middle East,” he said in a 2011 oral history. “Asia 
Pacific was not even on the map. It was not even on the 
radar screen.” But as Faleomavaega understood it, Foreign 
Affairs was reserved for Members who had already served 
“at least one or two terms” in the House—meaning that as 
a freshman, Faleomavaega would likely have been passed 
over. “So I pleaded my case with the leadership,” he later 
remembered. “I felt there needs to be some diversity here, 
infusion of the Asia Pacific, if you will. So they allowed me 
to be member of the Foreign Affairs Committee.”17

Faleomavaega suspected the House’s indifference toward 
Asia stemmed in part from the makeup of Foreign Affairs’ 
subcommittees. “What was interesting is that when I got 
onto the Committee, nobody wanted to be on the Asia 
Pacific subcommittee,” he remembered. “Well, I shouldn’t 
say nobody[,] but the fact was that the two subcommittees 
that members really didn’t want to be members of [were] 
Asia Pacific and Africa.”18 While Faleomavaega believed 
that the allure of the already well-developed markets in 
Europe and the Middle East accounted for such neglect, 
he also believed there was a deeper, more troubling cause 
of the global disparity on the committee. “I suspect one 
reason, if you look at the history ; America has never had 
a positive relationship really with the Asia Pacific region.” 
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World War II, the Korean War, the Vietnam War : each 
conflict likely deepened the prejudice against that section 
of the world, he said. “In my perspective, I think when  
we talk about the Asia Pacific … there’s unbalance, there’s 
a lot of racial feelings about people coming from the Asia 
Pacific region, unfortunately, but that’s the reality that 
we’re faced with.”19

That first conversation with party leadership was all 
Faleomavaega needed ; he served on the Foreign Affairs 
Committee for his entire career. During his quarter-
century in the House, the Delegate served on a number 
of subcommittees : Asia and the Pacific ; International 
Economic Policy and Trade ; International Operations ; 
Arms Control, International Security and Science ; 
International Operations and Human Rights ; East Asia 
and the Pacific ; the Western Hemisphere ; and Asia, the 
Pacific, and the Global Environment. His longevity on 
the committee translated into leadership positions by 
2001. Beginning with the 107th Congress (2001–2003), 
Faleomavaega was named the Ranking Democrat on 
the East Asia and the Pacific Subcommittee, and when 
his party took back the House in the 110th and 111th 
Congresses (2007–2011), Faleomavaega served as 
chairman of the Subcommittee on Asia, the Pacific, and 
the Global Environment. After the Democrats returned to 
the minority, Faleomavaega resumed his seat as Ranking 
Member of the subcommittee.20

Faleomavaega’s chairmanship of the Subcommittee on 
Asia, the Pacific, and the Global Environment became an 
increasingly important assignment as America’s economy 
expanded to markets in China and its surrounding trade 
partners.21 As chairman, Faleomavaega held hearings 
on a host of different issues : human rights, the fishing 
industry, nuclear and renewable power, climate change, 
and diplomatic relations with a broad range of Pacific 
countries—South Korea, the Marshall Islands, Australia, 
New Zealand, China, and Cambodia. From a general 
foreign policy perspective, Faleomavaega took a hard 
line against America’s unilateral military interventions, 
and called for diplomatic solutions that included the 
international community.22 

In his second Congress as chairman of the 
subcommittee, Faleomavaega slowed the pace of hearings 
and built on the legislative groundwork he set in the 110th 
Congress, revisiting a number of issues the subcommittee 
considered earlier : U.S. policy toward North Korea, 
the South Pacific tuna industry, the continual legacy of 
Agent Orange, North Korea’s nuclear capabilities, Japan’s 
changing role in the regional and global economy, the 
ramifications of global warming, and America’s general 
policy in the Pacific.23 As chairman, Faleomavaega also 
used his influence to look out for the interests of his home 
islands. Among other measures, the House passed his bill, 
the Pacific Island Economic and Educational Development 
Act of 2007 (H.R. 3062), on September 5, 2007. The 
legislation appropriated $1 million a year for two years to fund  
cultural and educational exchange programs in the region.24

That party leaders selected Faleomavaega to lead a 
subcommittee was a huge legislative boost for the Delegate. 
House Rules forbid statutory representatives from voting 
on the floor, but his ability to craft legislation in the early 
stages gave Faleomavaega outsized influence. “I think we’ve 
come a long way in improving the situation,” he said toward 
the end of his career, “delegates now can vote in committee, 
can hold chairmanships, can introduce bills, can debate on 
the floor, do all other things as other members do with that 
one exception … voting for legislation on the floor.… I do 
ninety percent of the work, but that ten percent of voting 
on the floor, even though that isn’t the most critical aspect 
of it, being a full member of Congress is that you vote on 
final passage of legislation. And we’re not allowed to do that 
simply because of the Constitution.”25

Faleomavaega also served brief stints on a handful of 
other committees. He spent two terms (101st and 102nd 
Congresses [1989–1993]) on the Select Committee on 
Hunger ; one term (102nd Congress [1991–1993]) on 
the Merchant Marine and Fisheries Committee ; one term 
(103rd Congress [1993–1995]) on the Education and Labor 
Committee ; and two terms (108th and 109th Congresses 
[2003–2007]) on the Small Business Committee.

Along with Foreign Affairs, Faleomavaega served on the 
Interior and Insular Affairs Committee for his entire House 
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career as well, although for the vast majority of his time in 
Congress the committee was called Natural Resources or 
just Resources. The committee was and remains a natural 
home for statutory representatives. “All the issues affecting 
the territories come under that [committee],” he once 
pointed out. Traditionally, each Delegate and the Resident 
Commissioner serves on the panel. As Faleomavaega said, 
“We are the counterparts to the Secretary of the Interior, 
who oversees all the U.S. territories.”26

Faleomavaega sat on a number of different Resources 
subcommittees during his House career : General Oversight 
and Investigations ; Insular and International Affairs ; 
General Oversight and California Desert Lands ; Native 
American Affairs ; National Parks, Forests, and Lands ; 
Native American and Insular Affairs ; National Parks and 
Public Lands ; Energy and Mineral Resources ; Fisheries 
Conservation, Wildlife and Oceans ; National Parks, 
Recreations, and Public Lands ; Insular Affairs, Oceans and 
Wildlife ; Insular Affairs ; Fisheries, Wildlife, and Oceans ; 
Fisheries, Wildlife, Oceans and Insular Affairs ; and Indian 
and Alaska Native Affairs.27

Faleomavaega used his seat on the committee to address 
the immediate concerns of his constituents and campaign 
for the interests of America’s native peoples everywhere. 
“I’ve always expressed an interest [in] the rights of the 
indigenous people throughout the world that I don’t think 
has been given fair treatment, I suppose you might put 
it in those terms,” Faleomavaega said towards the end of 
his career.28 Faleomavaega designed his work on behalf 
of America’s indigenous population in large part to raise 
awareness on issues affecting communities all over the 
country. One of his first legislative successes in 1990 (H.J. 
Res. 577) proclaimed November “Native American Indian 
Heritage Month,” which he replicated in 1991 and 1992. 
In the 102nd Congress, his bill to name 1992 the “Year 
of the American Indian” garnered 226 cosponsors, and he 
pushed to improve educational programs for American 
Indians everywhere.29 Democratic leaders took notice of 
his work, and for the 104th Congress (1995–1997) they 
named him the Ranking Member of the Subcommittee on 
Native American and Insular Affairs. In the subcommittee, 

he submitted a number of bills dealing with the federal 
recognition of American Indian nations and encouraging 
the tribes’ self-determination. For the 106th Congress 
(1999–2001), he was also named Ranking Democrat of 
the Subcommittee on Fisheries Conservation, Wildlife  
and Oceans. 

By the 106th Congress, Faleomavaega’s work on the 
Resources Committee included a strong environmental 
component with direct bearing on American Samoa’s 
economy. Since his first term, when the House passed 
Faleomavaega’s H. Con. Res. 214 condemning driftnet 
fishing in the South Pacific, he worked to end the practice 
of targeting wild tuna stocks while ensuring his territory’s 
financial health.30

By 2009 the tuna industry accounted for nearly 60 
percent of the economy in American Samoa.31 In addition 
to protecting the resource, Faleomavaega also had to 
protect jobs in his district. To compete with nearby 
markets in the South Pacific and the robust fishing 
industry in South America, officials in American Samoa 
and Washington had kept wages well below the national 
average. In 2007, after Democrats won back the House 
partly on promises to increase the minimum wage, 
Faleomavaega lobbied his party’s leadership to exclude 
American Samoa from the raise. Faleomavaega worried 
that the major canners in his district would move their 
operations to markets where labor cost a fraction of what 
it did on American Samoa. The final legislation, however, 
mandated an increase in the minimum wage by 2014. 
Though other issues factored in, too, the bill convinced 
one of the major tuna processors to move abroad, costing 
the islands thousands of jobs. On the day the tuna packing 
plant was scheduled to close, a major tsunami hit the 
territory, caused vast destruction, and killed two dozen 
people. Once the islands started rebuilding, Faleomavaega 
submitted legislation—which Congress passed—
delaying the minimum wage increase there.32 Along with 
maintaining the cost of labor, Faleomavaega also worked 
to protect generous tax breaks for the Samoan fishing 
industry.33 Given the territory’s reliance on a handful 
of employers, he pushed to diversify American Samoa’s 

42940_07-APA-MP2.indd   432 2/13/2018   11:59:29 AM



FORMER MEMBERS  |  1957–1992  H  433  

H  eni f. h. faleomavaega  H

revenue sources and encourage investments in aquaculture 
and seafloor mineral extraction.34

In 1988 Congress approved the National Park of 
American Samoa (the United States’ 50th national park), 
which spread across a number of the territory’s islands.35 
Later a group of village chiefs back home approached the 
Delegate about expanding the park’s boundaries to the 
include parts of nearby islands, Ofu and Olosega. After 
four years of planning, Faleomavaega earned a major 
victory in May 2001 when he sponsored H.R. 1712, which 
added nearly 3,000 acres to the existing tract. The House 
Resources Committee reported it favorably on March 12, 
2002 : “Expanding park boundaries to include land and 
water on the island of Ofu and Olosega would help protect 
vast coral communities which harbor a great diversity of 
species and offer excellent scuba diving opportunities,” the 
committee wrote. The new park would also protect a host of 
reef ecosystems and a variety of birds, turtles, and rare giant 
clams. Moreover, the committee observed, “The addition of 
rainforest and coral reef on Ofu and Olosega would provide 
greater hiking opportunities and help to diversify visitor 
use and lessen the impact on the reef. In addition,” the 
committee continued, “a high concentration of medicinal 
plants in the area would be protected. Many of these plants 
are disappearing and are in need of preservation.”36 When 
the bill went before the Senate, the Committee on Energy 
and Natural Resources warmly received Faleomavaega’s 
testimony and favorably reported the legislation.37 His bill 
became law on December 16, 2002.38

Faleomavaega’s concern for the environment extended 
beyond the needs of his district’s economy. In the mid-
1990s, he worked to end France’s nuclear testing in the 
Pacific (getting arrested during one protest) and a few 
years later submitted bills calling for the study of the 
shark population and the protection of coral reefs.39 He 
also worked to amend the National Fish and Wildlife 
Foundation Establishment Act to make it easier for the 
organization to accept private donations.40 In the 107th 
Congress, Faleomavaega pushed for a stronger tsunami 
relief program at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) and submitted the Shark Protect 

Act of 2001, which outlawed the sale of shark fins.41 Three 
years later, he convinced Congress to give the Utrok Atoll 
a decommissioned NOAA ship that could be used to 
monitor radiology levels near U.S. nuclear testing sites. The 
bill also included a number of fisheries regulations.42

 Throughout his time in the House, Faleomavaega 
kept American Samoa at the heart of his legislative 
agenda: everything from trade to the environment, to its 
relationship with the federal government. The Delegate 
worked to include American Samoa in a number of federal 
initiatives during the 1990s, including the Supplemental 
Security Income Program, programs serving Americans 
with disabilities, and even a program that issued emergency 
livestock feed.43 In the 106th Congress, Faleomavaega 
amended the Interior Department’s appropriations bill for 
Fiscal Year 2000 to establish a payment plan for American 
Samoa’s existing debt and helped clarify the eligibility 
of U.S. nationals to donate to political campaigns.44 
He worked to lift the cap on Medicaid spending in the 
territory and steered to passage a law that required the 
Internal Revenue Service to treat bonds issued by American 
Samoa in the same way it treated tax-free bonds issued by 
the other territories. He also worked on an overhaul of 
American Samoa’s election law which would eliminate  
the automatic runoff if the islands did not institute a 
primary season.45

Faleomavaega lost re-election in 2014 in a nine-
candidate race, taking roughly 31 percent, or 3,157 
votes, and finishing second to Aumua Amata Coleman 
Radewagen, who garnered a 42 percent plurality.46 The 
Delegate’s health was a major factor in his loss. Late in the 
race, Faleomavaega had to be flown to Hawaii to receive 
emergency medical treatment for the lingering effects of 
his exposure to Agent Orange during his tour in Vietnam 
more than 40 years earlier. It nearly cost him his life. 
“There were … a lot of rumors floating around that I’m 
way too sick,” he said a few days after the election. “It’s 
understandable.”47 As Faleomavaega weighed his future, 
he revealed that he still felt compelled to serve his island 
territory, working with the next generation back home, 
“sharing the sense of my experience with our young 
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people,” he said.48 “I go forward, Mr. Speaker,” he said in 
his farewell address on the House Floor a few weeks later, 
“knowing that the best is yet to come and hoping that I 
will be remembered for trying my best.”49 

Faleomavaega died at his home in Provo, Utah, on 
February 22, 2017. “Eni was a restless champion for 
the rights and advancement of his constituents,” House 
Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi said in a statement after 
learning of his death. “His life and leadership powerfully 
spotlighted the immense contributions of Americans from 
U.S. territories.”50 
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